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PROLOGUE

 

 

The sunlight filtered through the dense canopy above, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor as Jessica continued along the unfamiliar path. Brutus, her loyal German Shepherd, eagerly sniffed at the undergrowth and led her deeper into the woods. She had never ventured this far before, but the excitement of discovery and the unwavering trust she had in her canine companion spurred her on.

"Alright, Brutus," she called out lightheartedly, "just a little further, then we'll head back."

Her words seemed to evaporate into the still air, leaving her with an uneasy feeling. As she trudged forward, the once-inviting foliage began to close in around her, stifling and oppressive. The musty scent of decomposing leaves filled her nostrils, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.

"Okay, boy, that's enough for today," she said, her voice wavering slightly. "Let's turn back."

But as she tried to retrace her steps, the path seemed to twist and turn, leading her to unfamiliar sights – a gnarled tree trunk, a moss-covered boulder. Panic bubbled up within her chest, and her breath came in shallow gasps.

"Brutus, we need to find our way back now," she muttered, attempting to mask her growing fear. The dog looked up at her, his ears twitching, sensing her unease.

She fumbled for her phone, fingers trembling as she swiped through her apps, desperate for any sign of her location. But the device was unresponsive; the GPS was unable to locate her, and no signal bars graced the top corner of the screen.

"Come on, come on," she whispered urgently, her heart pounding in her ears. "Not now, please, not now."

As Jessica stared down at the useless piece of technology, her inner turmoil began to spiral.

Why did I let Brutus lead me so far? What if we don't find our way back?

Holding her phone above her head like a talisman, Jessica scanned the treetops, praying for even the slightest hint of a signal. The forest seemed to close in on her, branches reaching out like gnarled fingers, taunting her helplessness. A bead of sweat trickled down her temple as she strained her arm higher.

"Come on," she whispered to the phone, willing it to work. "Just one bar, please."

As if answering her desperate plea, a single line of reception flickered into existence. Relief washed over her.

"Brutus, stay close," she cautioned, her worry momentarily abated by the sliver of hope provided by the weak signal.

But before she could even attempt to use her newfound connection, Brutus's ears perked up, and his body tensed. A low growl rumbled in his throat, morphing into a fierce bark that echoed through the trees. His leash went taut as he pulled against her grip, his focus locked onto something just beyond her line of sight.

"Damn it, Brutus!" Jessica's heart raced, her brief moment of relief shattered by her dog's sudden aggression. "What is it? What's wrong?"

She tried to calm him, to no avail. Brutus continued barking, straining at his leash, nearly dragging her along with him.

"Okay, okay, I'm coming!" Jessica called out to Brutus as she stumbled through the underbrush, her heart pounding in her chest. The weak signal on her phone was all but forgotten as she focused on keeping up with her dog.

"Brutus, slow down!" she pleaded, her breath ragged and heavy. But the dog only pulled harder, barking incessantly.

As they rounded a bend, Jessica's foot caught on a gnarled tree root, and she nearly fell. Cursing under her breath, she righted herself and continued on, her anxiety mounting with each step.

"Brutus, what is it? Talk to me, boy," she muttered, wishing for just a moment that her faithful companion could communicate his thoughts.

Finally, Brutus came to an abrupt halt, his barks now replaced by a series of low, mournful whines. Jessica caught up to him, gasping for breath, and looked in the direction her dog seemed fixated on. The stench of rot hung heavily in the air, making it difficult to breathe.

A wave of nausea washed over her as her eyes landed on the horrifying sight before her. 

A man's body lay crumpled at the base of an ancient oak tree, his features distorted and unrecognizable from decomposition.

Dead.

He was dead.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Fiona Red, entomologist and forensic analyst with the FBI, approached the looming prison gates, her heart pounding like a trapped moth against her ribcage. The late summer sun warmed her face, but an inexplicable chill ran down her spine as if she were standing in the shadow of a great predator. Was it just nerves, or did the universe also sense the monster within these walls? 

Joslyn, I'm getting closer, Fiona thought to herself, a silent promise to the sister who had vanished ten years ago. She clenched her fists, drawing strength from the memory of their bond.

As she walked through the prison corridors, Fiona's thoughts drifted back to the beach where Joslyn had been taken, the endless hours spent searching for answers, and the twisted man who held them - Daniel Grove. Her recent investigation had led her to this vile kidnapper and murderer responsible for so many young girls' disappearances. Fiona and her partner, Jake, had arrested him at his trailer only a week prior, but there was no trace of Joslyn. The FBI was still building a case against him, but for now, he remained here. Behind bars, where he belonged.

Remember why you're here, she thought, steeling herself for the confrontation. For Joslyn.

"Agent Red," she introduced herself to the prison guard at the entrance, her voice firm despite the internal turmoil. "I called ahead. I have an appointment to see Daniel Grove – alone."

"Of course, ma'am," the guard replied, checking his logbook. "You're expected. Please follow me."

As they navigated the sterile corridors, Fiona tried to shake the creeping tendrils of fear that threatened to take root. 

"Here we are," the guard announced, stopping in front of a heavy door marked with the word "isolation." He unlocked it with a metallic clank and motioned for Fiona to enter.

"Thank you.” She forced a tight-lipped smile as she stepped into the room. The starkness of it hit her immediately – two chairs divided by an imposing sheet of plexiglass, a silent reminder of the barrier between her and the man who held the answers she sought.

The prison guard offered Fiona a reassuring nod, his hand resting on the door handle. "I'll be right outside if you need anything," he said.

"Thank you," Fiona replied, her voice betraying the anxiety churning in her gut. As the door clicked shut behind her, she took a deep breath to steady herself before approaching the plexiglass divider. The sterile isolation room seemed to close in around her, amplifying her unease.

As if on cue, the door on the other side of the room swung open, and Daniel Grove was led inside by another guard. Fiona's heart hammered in her chest as she took in the man she had come to despise. His stringy brown hair hung limply around his gaunt face, sunken cheeks casting dark shadows under his piercing, cruel eyes. The orange prison jumpsuit hung from his wiry frame, doing little to conceal the filth that clung to his skin.

"Have a seat, Mr. Grove," the guard on the other side instructed gruffly, pushing him into the chair across from Fiona. She clenched her fists, steadying herself for the confrontation that awaited.

"Hello again, Fiona," Daniel sneered, his eyes raking over her with a sinister glint. "Missed me?"

"Hardly," she quipped, her voice firmer than she felt. She focused on controlling her breathing, trying to calm the storm of emotions raging within her. "I'm here to talk about my sister, Joslyn."

"Ah, yes, dear Joslyn," he mused, feigning contemplation. "Now, why would I want to discuss her with you?"

"Because I won't stop until I find out what happened to her," Fiona replied, steeling herself against the fear that threatened to overtake her. She needed answers, and she refused to let him manipulate her any longer.

"Is that so?" Daniel leaned forward, a wicked smile spreading across his face as he stared into her eyes, daring her to back down.

Fiona met his gaze unwaveringly, her resolve hardening. "Yes, it is. And I won't rest until you tell me everything."

"Bold words, Ms. Red," Daniel taunted, his voice dripping with malice. "But actions speak louder than words, don't they?"

"Then watch me," she challenged, her heart pounding in her ears, drowning out all else. In that moment, all that mattered was finding the truth - for Joslyn, and for herself. "Tell me about Joslyn," Fiona demanded, her voice unwavering. She pushed the image of his filthy hair and sunken cheeks out of her mind, focusing instead on the intensity in his eyes.

Daniel leaned back in his chair with a sinister smirk, crossing his arms over his chest. "Joslyn, Joslyn... so many girls, you know? It's hard to keep track."

"Stop playing games, Daniel." Fiona's hands clenched into fists beneath the table, her fingernails digging into her palms. "I need to know if she's alive."

"Alive?" He chuckled cruelly, enjoying her desperation. "Now that's an interesting question, isn't it?"

Fiona's heart pounded in her chest, but she refused to let him see how much he was getting to her. “Is she alive?” Fiona asked again, her jaw tight.

"Alright, alright," Daniel conceded, feigning innocence. "If I remember correctly, Joslyn had the most beautiful eyes, just like yours. But then again, there were so many pretty faces..."

Fiona gritted her teeth, struggling to maintain her composure. She couldn't let him win. She needed information, not these twisted mind games. "You know who I'm talking about. Stop trying to distract me and tell me what happened to her!"

"Ah, but where's the fun in that?" Daniel's smile widened as he watched her frustration grow. "I much prefer watching you squirm."

"Damn you," Fiona muttered under her breath, her anger bubbling beneath the surface. She took a deep breath, reminding herself that reacting would only give him more power over her. She needed to stay focused, to find a way to make him talk. "Look, Daniel," she said, forcing a calm tone despite the storm brewing inside her. "I just want to know the truth about my sister. If you have any decency left in you, you'll tell me."

"Decency?" He scoffed, his laughter echoing through the room, chilling her to the bone. "You're barking up the wrong tree, sweetheart."

Fiona closed her eyes for a brief moment, willing herself not to lose control. She needed to stay strong – for Joslyn, and for herself. She had come too far to let him break her now. Fiona's gaze darted around the cold, gray room, desperate to find something to focus on besides Daniel's leering face. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, knuckles turning white as she fought to resist the urge to lash out at him.

"Such a shame," Daniel drawled, his voice oozing with malice. "A pretty girl like you, wasting her time on a lost cause. But I guess that's what sisters do, huh? Even when there's nothing left to save."

"Stop it," Fiona snapped, barely managing to keep her voice steady. She knew he was baiting her, but each comment felt like a punch in the gut. The image of Joslyn swam in her mind's eye – her bright smile, her laughter, everything that made her sister special. And this monster had taken her away.

"Aw, did I strike a nerve?" Daniel taunted, leaning forward in his seat. His eyes, dark and soulless, seemed to bore straight through her. "I can't help but wonder what your sister would think of you now, all grown up and playing detective. Do you think she'd be proud? You’re not even a real FBI agent.”

Fiona bit her lip, tasting blood as she struggled to keep her composure. "You don't get to talk about her like that," she spat, her words sharp as daggers. "Not after what you've done."

"Fair enough," Daniel said, leaning back with a shrug. "But maybe you should consider that I'm not the only monster here. After all, birds of a feather, right?"

Fiona's heart clenched in her chest, her breathing growing shallow as a wave of panic threatened to overtake her. “What are you talking about?”

Daniel laughed. “Maybe I can see in you what you can’t even see in yourself. Your own darkness. You like the hunt, don’t you? You like the chase—knowing whoever you track down might be receiving a death blow directly from you."

Fiona’s stomach sank. What was he trying to say—that she enjoyed killing? And that was why she was in the FBI, training to be an agent? No, it wasn’t about that at all—she wanted to help people. She wanted to see monsters behind bars, not dead. He was trying to rattle her, to make her doubt herself, but she couldn't let that happen. She needed to stay focused.

"Enough," she whispered, her voice shaking. "I don't need to listen to this. I came here for answers, but you obviously have nothing useful to say. Maybe you can rot in this jail for a while longer and think about what you want to tell me. Maybe then I can talk them out of putting you into solitary confinement.” 

With that, Fiona stood up and turned away, her legs trembling as she made her way toward the door. It took all her willpower not to run, to show him just how deeply his words had affected her.

"Wait," Daniel called out, his voice suddenly serious. "Don't go yet. There's something you should know."

Fiona hesitated, her hand hovering over the door handle. She knew better than to trust him, but the possibility of information about Joslyn was too tempting to resist. With a deep breath, she turned back to face him, her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

"Start talking," she said, her voice cold as ice. "And it better be worth my time."

"Alright, alright," Daniel said, his sly smile reappearing. "There was a girl named Joslyn, but she didn’t look like you.”

Fiona held her breath. While Fiona had red hair and green eyes, Joslyn did look different; she was classically beautiful with brown hair and dark eyes. They didn’t look like sisters, but they were blood all the same.

Daniel continued, “If it's the one you're looking for... she might still be alive."

Fiona froze, her heart pounding in her chest as a flicker of hope ignited within her. She stared at him, trying to discern whether he was telling the truth or just toying with her again.

"Where is she?" Fiona demanded, her voice barely more than a whisper. "Tell me where she is, Daniel."

He leaned back in his chair, studying her with amusement. "Oh, now you want to talk? I thought you were leaving."

"Please," Fiona begged, hating herself for giving him the satisfaction of seeing her desperation. "If you know anything about Joslyn, you have to tell me. You owe it to her – to all the girls you've hurt."

Daniel laughed, a cruel and mocking sound that made Fiona's skin crawl. "You think I owe anyone anything? That's cute, but no. I won't say where she is. It's far more fun watching you squirm."

Fiona clenched her fists, resisting the urge to scream at him. She knew he was enjoying this, feeding off her pain and frustration. But she couldn't give up – not when there was a chance, however slim, that Joslyn was still out there somewhere, waiting to be found.

"Please," she repeated, her voice cracking under the weight of her emotions. "I need to find her. She's my sister."

"Ah, yes," Daniel mused, his grin widening. "Family. Such a fascinating concept, isn't it? You'd do anything for them, even when they don't deserve it. Like your dear sister, perhaps?"

"Don't you dare," Fiona snapped, her anger flaring. "Joslyn didn't deserve what happened to her. None of those girls did! You're the monster here, not them."

"Am I?" Daniel asked, feigning innocence. "Or am I simply a product of the world that made me? Who's the real monster now?"

"Stop trying to justify your actions," Fiona spat, glaring at him through the plexiglass. "There is no excuse for what you've done."

"Maybe so," he conceded with a shrug. "But it doesn't change the fact that I'm the only one who knows where your sister might be. And I'm certainly not going to tell you."

Fiona's vision blurred as tears threatened to spill over, but she refused to let them fall. She couldn't let him see her break down – not now, not ever.

"Then you're a coward," she hissed, turning away from him once more. "And I will find Joslyn without your help."

"Good luck with that," Daniel called after her, his laughter echoing through the room as she fought to hold back her emotions. Fiona glared at him one last time before she stood up and left, her dignity barely intact. She had messed this up, and right now, the only person who could help her understand how to deal with this was Jake.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Fiona waited with bated breath at the door of Jake’s apartment. She hadn’t told him she was coming by—her mind had been too scattered, and she hadn’t realized it until she was already here. But she needed to see him, and she prayed he was home.

After a long moment, Jake pulled the door open, a look of shock on his handsome face. With his ruffled brown hair and hint of stubble along his strong jaw, Fiona could still hardly believe he was hers. 

“Fiona?” he asked. “I didn’t know you were coming over—”

Before he could finish his sentence, Fiona threw herself at him, pulling him into a hug. The scent of Jake's cologne enveloped Fiona as she stepped through the door of his apartment, a comforting reminder of the embers of hope that burned within her. 

After everything, Jake Tucker was Fiona's rock—the FBI agent who she'd been assigned to work with, and inevitably fell in love with. He had been training her, helping her work toward becoming a full-fledged agent herself. And on top of all of that, he was a solid boyfriend, a man she could trust. 

A tear traced down her cheek before being caught by Jake's thumb, his warm brown eyes filled with concern and understanding as she looked up at him.

"Hey," he whispered, pulling her into a tight embrace. "Tell me everything."

“Jake, I messed up.” Fiona's voice wavered. She leaned into Jake's strong arms, finding solace in the steady rhythm of his heartbeat against her own. "Daniel said he might remember someone named Joslyn... that she could still be alive," Fiona admitted, her voice barely audible. “But I played into his game. I let him see my emotions, I let him break me.”

"Wow, Red." Jake's grip tightened around her, protective and reassuring. "That's... something."

She looked up into his eyes, always captivated by how handsome he was. The shaggy brown hair that framed his gentle face and the slight stubble on his chin were the constants that had seen them through so much together. As they stood in the dimly lit living room, Fiona allowed herself to relax and hold onto Jake, recalling all they'd been through in their relationship. It hadn’t always been easy. With the cases they’d worked, and with Jake going through the breakup with his ex-partner, Lauren. Somehow, in the end, Fiona and Jake had managed to pull through, and she couldn’t be more grateful for that.

“Why are you suddenly smiling?” Jake asked. 

Fiona laughed to herself. "Remember when we first met?" she asked softly, her voice laced with nostalgia. "We started off as partners and friends while you were dealing with your, well…” 

Jake chuckled, the sound rumbling through his chest. "Yeah, I can't believe we made it through that mess. And then you got caught in your own toxic relationship. But we never stopped caring for each other, did we?"

"No, we didn't," Fiona agreed. They had clung to their friendship like a lifeline, eventually finding the courage to take the plunge and start their relationship when both were single again. "I'm just so grateful to have you by my side, Jake."

"Me too, Red...” he trailed off, and for a moment, Fiona thought she caught a hint of something distant on him. Still, his words wrapped around her heart like a warm blanket, shielding it from the cold grip of doubt and fear. She needed that comfort more than ever as she faced the possibility of finding Joslyn alive, or worse, confirming her darkest fears.

"Jake, I don't know what I'd do without you," she whispered, resting her head on his chest.

"Hey, you won't have to find out," he replied, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead. "I'm not going anywhere."

And for a brief moment, suspended in his warmth, Fiona believed him.

Fiona reluctantly broke the embrace, her fingers lingering on Jake's solid chest. The scent of his aftershave mixed with her own floral perfume, a comforting reminder of their connection. Her eyes searched his, trying to draw strength from his unwavering support.

"Jake, I know Daniel could be lying about Joslyn being alive," she admitted, her voice trembling with equal parts hope and fear. "But I have to hold onto this chance. After all these years, it's the closest I've gotten to finding my sister."

Jake's eyes softened, but the worry lines etched across his forehead deepened. He cupped Fiona's face in his hands, his thumbs caressing her cheeks. "I know how important this is to you, Red. And I agree, we need to look into it. But I'm worried Daniel won't talk. He clearly enjoys playing games, and I don't want to see you get hurt more than you already have."

Fiona stared back at him, absorbing the genuine concern in his voice. She knew he was right – Daniel was a dangerous man, a sadistic psychopath who thrived on tormenting others. But she couldn't let that stop her, not when Joslyn's fate hung in the balance.

Taking a deep breath, Fiona straightened her shoulders and met Jake's gaze with renewed determination. "I appreciate your concern, but I can't back down now. You know as well as I do that if there's even the slightest chance Joslyn is still alive, I have to try."

Jake sighed, the weight of their shared burden heavy in the air between them. "I understand, Red. Just promise me you'll be careful, okay? We'll work together, like always, and we'll find the truth."

Nodding, Fiona leaned forward and pressed her lips against Jake's in a gentle kiss. 

 

***

 

Fiona lied on Jake’s couch with him for some time, simply enjoying each other’s company, but when the adrenaline of Fiona’s jail visit wore off, Fiona couldn’t help but notice that Jake seemed like his mind was elsewhere. Fiona could sense that something was off, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it. As they sat together on the couch, their legs entwined and fingers laced, she continued to vent her frustrations about Daniel Grove.

"Every time I think we're getting closer, he finds a way to slip through our fingers," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I can't help but feel like he's playing with me, Jake, and I hate it."

"Red, we will figure this out," Jake reassured her, but his eyes seemed unfocused, as if his thoughts were somewhere else entirely. It wasn't like Jake to be so distracted, especially when they were discussing something as important as Joslyn's case.

Concerned, Fiona reached up and gently touched his cheek, trying to bring him back to the present. "Jake, are you okay? You seem...off."

He hesitated for a moment, then shook his head slowly, avoiding her gaze. "It's nothing, Red. Just...a lot on my mind, I guess. It’s not you." But Fiona could tell he wasn't being honest with her. There was something he wasn't saying, and it worried her.

"Jake," she began, her voice soft, "you can talk to me about anything, you know that, right?"

Before she could press him further, Jake's phone rang, cutting through the silence like a knife. He glanced at the screen and frowned, his brow furrowing in concern. "It's Chief Whittaker," he said, his voice tight.

Fiona's heart skipped a beat as she watched him answer the call, tension knotting itself in her stomach. She tried to read his expression, searching for any clues as to what the chief might be telling him, but Jake's face remained impassive. All she could do was wait, her mind racing through a dozen different possibilities.

"Understood, Chief," Jake said finally, his voice low and serious. "We'll be right there." He hung up the call and turned to Fiona, his eyes filled with a mix of concern and determination. "We've got a new case. We need to head to HQ immediately."

Though she knew it was important to focus on their work, Fiona couldn't shake the feeling that something more was going on with Jake. As they stood up and prepared to leave, she promised herself that she wouldn't let it go – they were in this together, after all, and she needed to know what was bothering him.

But for now, another case awaited them, and she would have to push her worries aside. With a deep breath, she followed Jake out of the apartment, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Fiona's fingers drummed against her thigh as she tried to focus on the scenery passing by outside the car window. The trees along the highway blurred together, offering no relief from the thoughts that plagued her. Jake was keeping something from her, she could sense it, and she found herself struggling to maintain her composure.

"Chief said it's urgent," Jake said, interrupting the silence that had settled between them since leaving his apartment. His grip on the steering wheel tightened, knuckles turning white as he navigated the streets of Portland.

"Did he give any details about the case?" Fiona asked, trying to keep her voice steady. She knew she should be concentrating on their job, but the concern she felt for Jake gnawed at her, making it difficult to focus.

"Only that we need to get to HQ as soon as possible," he replied, a frown creasing his brow.

As they entered the FBI headquarters, Fiona was struck by the urgency in the air. Agents rushed past them, their faces set with determination. It was clear that something significant was happening, and Fiona couldn't help but feel a mixture of excitement and trepidation.

In the briefing room, Chief Harold Whittaker stood at the head of the table, his steely gaze scanning the room as Fiona and Jake took their seats. The chief had always been supportive of Fiona's ambition to become an FBI agent, and she looked up to him as a sort of father figure.

"Thank you all for being here on such short notice," Chief Whittaker began, his voice carrying an authoritative tone that demanded attention. "We have a situation that requires our immediate attention."

"Another serial killer?" Fiona blurted out before she could stop herself. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, but she held the chief's gaze, desperate for answers. 

"Perhaps," he replied, his expression unreadable. "Two bodies have been found in a forest on the outskirts of town, both in advanced stages of decomposition. We had thought the first victim had been an accidental fall death, but then the second was found, and now we’re thinking murder. Both victims were discovered with insect activity that points to a particular pattern," Chief Whittaker explained, his eyes flicking to Fiona. "Your entomology expertise could be crucial in solving this case, Ms. Red."

Fiona nodded, her heart pounding in her chest. This was exactly the kind of case she had been training for – but as she looked at Jake, she couldn't shake the feeling that something else was going on beneath the surface. Whatever it was, they would need to face it together.

"Let's go over the specifics," Chief Whittaker said, clicking a button on the projector remote. A map of the forest appeared on the screen behind him. "Both bodies were found here, near hiking trails, but not directly on them."

Fiona leaned forward in her seat, studying the map. The forest was dense, its shadows swallowing any natural light from the sun above. She imagined the smell of damp earth and rotting leaves, the sound of insects buzzing around the decomposing corpses. Her stomach churned, but she forced herself to focus.

"Tell us more about the victims," Jake asked, his eyes narrowed as he scrutinized the map.

"The first victim was a woman, early twenties, Nadine Howe," Chief Whittaker began. "The second a man, in his forties, Harry Green. No obvious connection between them, other than where they were found, at least not yet.” 

"Any signs of struggle or how they were killed?" Fiona inquired, taking notes on the details. She needed to understand every aspect of this case if her entomological knowledge could help solve it.

"Full reports are still pending, but preliminary reports suggest that their deaths were violent," the chief replied. "We understand that the first victim found died of blunt force trauma to the head. It's also the insect activity on the bodies that has caught our attention. There are a lot of them, and we need you to figure out how long these people have been out there. They were each only reported missing two or so weeks ago.”

"Which is where I come in," Fiona murmured, her fingers drumming on the table. The thought of examining those bodies, crawling with insects feasting on their remains, both excited and revolted her. But she couldn't let her emotions get the best of her; she had a job to do.

"Exactly," Chief Whittaker confirmed. "Your expertise in entomology will be invaluable in determining the timeline of events and potentially uncovering evidence that might lead us to the killer."

"Understood," Fiona said, nodding resolutely. There was no room for hesitation or doubt; lives were at stake, and she had a responsibility to help bring justice to the victims and their families.

As Fiona absorbed the details of the case, her thoughts kept drifting back to Joslyn, wondering if she were still alive. But she couldn't afford to let that distract her now. She had a new case to focus on, one that demanded her full attention.

"Let's get to work," she declared, meeting Jake's gaze. They shared a determined look, knowing they would face this challenge together. And as they delved deeper into the dark forest of death and decay, Fiona knew that the insects would reveal the secrets that lay hidden beneath the surface.

 

***

 

The sun glinted off the windshield as Jake navigated the winding roads leading to the crime scene. Fiona sat in the passenger seat, her fingers tracing over the pages of the case files, nerves settled in her chest. The dense foliage outside seemed to close in on them, creating a sense of claustrophobia that was only amplified by the weight of the case at hand.

"Looks like we're almost there," Jake said, breaking the silence. His knuckles were white as he clutched the steering wheel, his jaw set with determination.

"Good," Fiona replied, trying to sound focused, but she couldn't shake the nagging thoughts about Joslyn and Daniel Grove. She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. "I can't afford to be distracted right now."

"Hey, it's okay," Jake reassured her, reaching over to give her hand a gentle squeeze. "We'll find out what happened to your sister, but right now, let's focus on the task at hand."

Fiona nodded, grateful for his support. She turned her attention back to the case files, scanning the information again. One man, one woman—both found in this forest, their bodies ravaged by time and insects. As an entomologist, she knew that these tiny creatures could divulge secrets that would otherwise remain hidden.

"Okay," she said, taking a deep breath. "Nadine Howe was our first victim." Fiona tapped her finger on the file. "Twenty-four years old, an emergency responder from Portland. No boyfriend, but her parents live in the city."

"Right, and Harry Green is our most recent victim," Jake added, his eyes never leaving the road. "Forty-one years old, a shop owner. Big outdoorsman. No wife or kids, and his parents are out of state."

"Exactly." Fiona bit her lip, scanning the information once more. "I can't see any connection between them at first glance."

"Maybe there isn't one," Jake suggested. "Could be completely random."

"Or there's something we haven't found yet." Fiona's fingers drummed on the file, her mind racing with possibilities. Fiona stared at the autopsy report, her fingers tracing the edges of the pages. 

The words "blunt force trauma" were circled in red ink, a stark contrast to the black-and-white photographs of Nadine's skull. 

"Jake," she said, looking up from the file as they stood near the river where Nadine had been found. "The initial assumption was that Nadine fell and hit her head. But now, with Harry's death, it's clear it wasn't an accident."

"Yeah." Jake's voice was distant, his eyes scanning the area but not really seeing anything. He seemed lost in his own thoughts.

"Both victims suffered blunt force trauma, and their bodies were left for insects to feed on," Fiona continued, trying to engage him in conversation. "There must be a connection between them. Maybe even a motive for the killer."

"Maybe," he replied, still sounding distant. He rubbed the back of his neck, his brow furrowed in thought.

"Are you okay?" Fiona asked, unable to suppress her concern any longer. "You've been distracted ever since we left the office."

"I'm fine," Jake insisted, though his eyes betrayed a hint of unease. "Just... there's a lot on my mind. Let's focus on the case."

"Alright," Fiona agreed, though she couldn't shake the feeling that something was off. She forced herself to redirect her attention to the case files, poring over the entomology reports and searching for any overlooked details. "Look at this," she said, pointing to a section of the report. "In both cases, the insects found on the bodies belonged to the same genus. That's not a coincidence."

"Interesting," Jake mused, his eyes finally locking onto the papers in Fiona's hand. "Do you think it's possible that the killer chose this location specifically because of the insect population?"

"Maybe," Fiona considered, her mind racing with possibilities. "If we can figure out why, it might lead us to the connection between the victims and help us identify the killer."

“Okay. We’re almost there.”

The towering trees of the forest loomed over them as Jake pulled the car off the road and onto a dirt path, littered with police cars, their dark silhouettes casting shadows that seemed to stretch out like fingers grasping for prey. Fiona felt a shiver run down her spine, the eerie atmosphere intensifying her unease about Jake's distant behavior.

As they exited the car, Fiona tried to focus on the task at hand, but her thoughts kept drifting back to Jake's uncharacteristic aloofness. She knew that she was inexperienced when it came to relationships, and reading social cues had never been her strong suit. It made her feel like the old Fiona – the one who struggled with interpersonal connections and often found herself adrift in her own world.

They ducked under the police tape and ventured deeper into the forest, the crunch of leaves and twigs underfoot punctuating the otherwise silent air. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Jake took a breath, ready to face whatever horrors awaited him in these woods. The morning sunlight filtered through the dense canopy, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor as he and Fiona entered the forest. The air was heavy with the scent of damp earth and decaying leaves.

"Agent Tucker, Ms. Red," Officer Daniels greeted them, his face drawn with the gravity of the situation. "Thanks for coming out so quickly. We'll take you straight to where Harry Green's body was found."

"Lead the way, Officer," Jake replied, his voice steady despite the anxiety gnawing at him. He focused on the crunch of leaves beneath their feet as they moved deeper into the woods, trying to keep his thoughts from drifting to the gruesome sight that awaited them.

Fiona walked silently beside him, her normally animated expression subdued. As an entomologist, she had seen her fair share of death, but something about this case seemed to have struck a chord with her. Jake wished he could offer her some comfort, but he knew that sometimes silence was the best support one could provide. She was going through a lot with the news about her sister… and he certainly didn’t want to add any more to her plate. 

"Are you both ready for what you're about to see?" Officer Daniels asked, pausing before they reached the clearing where the body had been discovered. His eyes were filled with concern, as if he could sense their unease.

"You know we’re no amateurs, Daniels," Jake reassured him, though he couldn't help but feel a twinge of doubt himself. "We'll be fine."

"Alright then, follow me." He led them the rest of the way, and as they entered the clearing, Jake steeled himself for the sight before him.

"Jesus," he muttered under his breath, his stomach churning as he took in the gruesome display. Harry Green's lifeless body was tangled amidst the twisted branches of a large oak tree, his limbs contorted in unnatural angles, a testament to the violence of his death.

Fiona's eyes widened as she surveyed the scene, her usual composure momentarily slipping before she regained control. Insects buzzed and crawled over Harry Green's corpse, their tiny bodies feasting on the decaying flesh. Jake couldn't help but feel a shiver run down his spine as he studied the grotesque tableau before him. It was evident that it had been here for quite some time; the decomposition was advanced, and the smell of rot hung heavy in the air.

"Look at the maggots," Fiona said, her voice steady despite the macabre scene. She pointed to the writhing mass near the gaping wound on the victim's head. "There are different stages of development. This could help us determine how long he's been here."

"Right," Jake mumbled, swallowing hard to keep his lunch down. He could see the similarities between this crime scene and Nadine's. Both victims were found deep within the woods, and both had suffered brutal deaths. But there was something about the way Harry's body was positioned that bothered him even more than the gruesome state it was in. His instincts were telling him there was more to this case than met the eye.

"See how his limbs are twisted like that?" Fiona continued, her eyes never leaving the body. "It doesn't seem accidental. And look at these marks on the bark. There was a struggle here." Her gaze shifted back to Jake. "You remember the photos from Nadine's case, right? These two scenes feel connected."

"Definitely," Jake agreed, his mind racing as he tried to make sense of the puzzle before them. He knew they were dealing with something far more sinister than a mere accident. "But why target these two? What connects them?"

Fiona shook her head, her expression somber. "I don't know yet, but I'm sure there's a link.”

Jake stepped back, giving Fiona the space she needed to examine Harry's body up close. The forensics team cleared a path for her, understanding the importance of her work in solving this case. Jake watched from a distance, noting how Fiona moved with grace and empathy as she navigated the crime scene. Her knowledge of entomology was unparalleled, making her an invaluable asset to the FBI.

"Interesting," Fiona mused, gesturing for a forensics tech to join her. "The insect activity is consistent with Nadine's case. I believe they'll be key in determining the timeline here."

One of the other forensic techs nodded, scribbling down notes as Fiona spoke. "I've never seen anything like this," he admitted, curiosity piquing his interest despite the gruesome nature of their work.

“Were the victims not reported missing two or so weeks ago?” Fiona wondered aloud.

“Yeah,” Jake said. He didn’t have Fiona’s expertise, but he could see this body seemed to be more decomposed than a usual body would at two weeks. “I trust you to figure this out, Red.”

Fiona nodded. “I’m on it.” 

As Fiona continued her observations, working alongside the police forensics team, Jake found it increasingly difficult to stay focused on the task at hand. His mind drifted back to the conversation he'd had with Fiona earlier that day. She had asked if something was bothering him, and he'd brushed her off, saying it was nothing.

But it wasn't nothing. A stab of guilt twisted in his gut as he recalled the events that had transpired just days before. His ex-girlfriend and former partner, Lauren, had shown up at his apartment unannounced – and visibly pregnant. He couldn't shake the image from his mind, no matter how hard he tried. Was the child his? He still didn’t know for sure.

Focus, Jake, he admonished himself, forcing his attention back to the investigation. This isn't the time or place to deal with personal matters. Deep down, however, he knew he couldn't keep the truth from Fiona forever. They were partners, after all, and she deserved to know what was going on. But for now, they had a job to do – and two victims who needed justice.

He approached the officer who had led them into the woods earlier, his eyes scanning the area for any potential leads.

"Excuse me, Officer," Jake said, his voice steady despite his internal turmoil. "Is the witness who found the body still around?"

"Ah, yes, she's right over there," Daniels replied, pointing to an older woman standing nearby, flanked by two uniformed officers. She looked pale and shaken, her hands clasped in front of her as if seeking solace in her own embrace.

"Thank you," Jake nodded, walking over to the woman, his steps measured. She was an older woman with her gray hair tied back in a ponytail and a plaid jacket on. "Ma'am," he began gently, extending his hand. "I'm Agent Jake Tucker with the FBI. I'd like to ask you a few questions about what you saw today."

"Of course," she replied, her voice quivering slightly as she shook his hand. "I'm Jessica Fitzpatrick."

As they spoke, Jake focused on the details of her appearance, taking in the lines that marked her face, the slight tremble in her fingers. It was clear that this ordeal had shaken her deeply, and he wanted to ensure she felt safe and supported throughout the interview process.

"Can you walk me through what happened?" he asked, his tone gentle.

Jessica hesitated for a moment, her gaze drifting towards the crime scene before returning to meet his eyes. Her breathing was shallow, and Jake could see the struggle within her as she tried to recount the traumatic events.

The forest seemed to close in around them, the shadows cast by the trees creating a somber atmosphere. Jake studied Jessica's face, noting the lines of worry etched across her forehead and the slight quiver of her lips. He could tell that recounting the events was taking its toll on her, but he needed to know everything she saw.

"Ms. Fitzpatrick," he said gently, "please take your time recalling the events, but it’s important for me to get a clear picture of what happened."

Jessica took a deep breath, her eyes flicking to the ground as if searching for strength there. "I... I was out walking my dog, Brutus. He's a big ol' German shepherd, loves these woods." She swallowed hard, her voice trembling. "He started hollering and pulling me through the trees, like he'd caught a scent or something."

"Go on," Jake encouraged, his voice steady and reassuring.

"Before I knew it, we'd stumbled upon... him." Jessica gestured weakly toward where the crime scene investigators were still at work. "Brutus growled, and I just... I couldn't believe what I was seeing."

Her cheeks had taken on a ghostly pallor, and Jake could see the fear and horror etched into every line of her face. He offered her a gentle smile, trying to ease her discomfort. "You're doing great, Ms. Fitzpatrick. Just take your time."

"Thank you, Agent Tucker," she whispered, her breath hitching. "It's just... It's not something you ever expect to see, you know? A body like that, tangled up in the branches..."

As Jessica recounted her discovery, Jake's thoughts raced with the implications of this new information. How long had the body been here before it was discovered? Every detail mattered, and he tried to remain present, focused on Jessica's words and the anguish in her eyes.

Gathering her strength, Jessica continued, "I backed away from the gruesome sight and called the police immediately. I couldn't bear to look at him any longer."

"Understandable," Jake nodded, taking mental notes of her reactions and timeline. "Did you notice anything else unusual or strange? Anything out of the ordinary?"

Jessica furrowed her brow in concentration, her eyes scanning the surrounding woods as if searching for any forgotten detail. She shook her head slowly. "No, it was just a normal morning – until that happened. I walk these trails often, and I've never seen this man before." She hesitated, then added, "Though, I did notice he looked like a hiker, like myself. I recognized the brand of his cargo pants because I have a similar pair. It's a popular brand among local hikers."

"Interesting," Jake mused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. He couldn't help but wonder if there was any connection between the victim's hiking attire and the circumstances of his death. Was it simply a coincidence, or could it be more significant?

"Thank you, Ms. Fitzpatrick, for your observations. They might prove crucial in our investigation." Jake offered her a reassuring smile, trying to convey that he would do everything in his power to solve this case.

"Please, Agent Tucker, find whoever did this," Jessica pleaded with an intensity that sent shivers down Jake's spine.

"I promise," Jake said, his voice steady and resolute. "We won't rest until we get answers. Thank you, Ms. Fitzpatrick.” With that, Jake went back to join Fiona and the rest of the team. One thing was certain: they needed to get Harry’s body back to the lab and determine what had really happened here.

Then, they could find who was responsible.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

In the sterile and quiet confines of the lab, Fiona stood alone with the bodies of Nadine Howe and Harry Green. The overhead lights cast an unforgiving glare on the cold metal tables, emphasizing the lifelessness of the two victims beneath their white sheets. Despite the unsettling scene before her, Fiona felt a sense of purpose – she was their last hope for justice.

Fiona considered the similarities between the two cases. Both victims had been found in the same woods, and both had suffered fatal head injuries. It was too much to be mere coincidence; they were dealing with a killer.

"Same MO," she mused aloud, analyzing the blunt force trauma on the back of Harry's skull. "But why you? Why Nadine?" Her thoughts swirled like the insects buzzing around Harry's corpse, seeking answers.

Fiona's eyes scanned the details of the room – the forensic tools, the fluorescent lights, the quiet hum of machinery – and she felt a momentary pang of loneliness. She pictured Joslyn’s body, out there somewhere, far more decomposed than they were. Then she shook her head. She had a job to do.

First, Fiona stepped away from the bodies and turned her attention to the files stacked neatly beside her. Flipping through the pages, she searched for the stories behind the victims – a way to humanize them beyond the gruesome reality of their deaths.

She paused at a photograph of the young EMT smiling warmly back at her. Nadine Howe had been an EMT. She had dedicated her life to saving others.  

"Someone must have wanted to stop you," Fiona whispered, her voice heavy with sorrow. If only she could have met Nadine under different circumstances.

Turning to the next file, Fiona found herself staring at a picture of Harry Green, his friendly eyes crinkling at the edges as he grinned at the camera. 

As she delved deeper into his life, it became clear that Harry was a seasoned hiker, and he owned an outdoor gear shop in town. He seemed like a genuine, down-to-earth man, well-loved by his community. To Fiona, there appeared to be nothing connecting Harry and Nadine, except for the manner in which they died – both found in the same woods, with head injuries that suggested murder.

Two seemingly unconnected lives. Fiona’s brow furrowed in concentration. 

With a newfound sense of determination, Fiona steeled herself to continue. Fiona's eyes scanned the room, taking in the sterile environment of her lab. The cold metal examination table stood proudly in the center, bearing the weight of two bodies concealed beneath white sheets. She found herself torn between her professional duty and a gnawing curiosity that urged her to delve deeper into the lives of the departed.

Did the killer want this to look like an accident? Fiona’s fingers tapping on the edge of the table as she contemplated the killer's intentions. "Or did you just not care?"

Harry's body had been discovered in such a messy state, it almost seemed like the killer wanted him to be found. With both victims' IDs still on them, Fiona couldn't shake the feeling that they were meant to be discovered. It was as if the killer wanted their stories to be told – but why?

Shaking off the unsettling thought, Fiona turned her attention back to Harry's file. As she skimmed through the pages, she recalled Jake mentioning how Harry had been a hiker. Was his passion for the outdoors somehow connected to his death? Or was it just a coincidence that he met his end in those woods?

"Harry," she whispered, the words catching in her throat as she traced her finger over his photo. His smile seemed so genuine, so full of life. "What could have led someone to take your life?"

Her mind raced with possibilities, each more sinister than the last. But there was no clear connection between Harry and Nadine; their lives appeared to run parallel, never intersecting until they were snuffed out by the same hand.

Could it be that you were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time? Fiona mused, biting her lip in frustration. If only she could find the missing piece that would connect these seemingly unrelated deaths.The sterile lab seemed to hum around her, amplifying her thoughts as she tried to piece together the puzzle before her. She absentmindedly spun a pen between her fingers.

Shaking her head, she turned her attention to the notes on Harry's disappearance. He'd been reported missing two weeks ago by his concerned brother, who hadn't heard from him since he went on a solo hike in the very same woods where his lifeless body was discovered.

"Two weeks," Fiona murmured, her brow furrowing. Was it possible that the killer had been lying in wait, watching the forest for unsuspecting victims? Or were Nadine and Harry simply unfortunate enough to cross paths with a murderer?

The air was heavy with the scent of death and formaldehyde, but Fiona had long grown accustomed to it. She took a deep breath, trying to center herself before beginning her examination. Fiona's eyes narrowed with determination as she snapped on latex gloves, the sound echoing through the quiet room. She fastened a mask over her nose and mouth – a necessary precaution, though it did little to filter out the pervasive smell.

With a gentle touch, she pulled back the sheet covering Harry's body, revealing his lifeless form beneath. Despite the seriousness of the situation, Fiona couldn't help but feel a pang of empathy for the man who had once lived and breathed, now reduced to a cold, decomposed corpse.

"God, you poor thing," she muttered, her brow furrowing as she took in the extent of the decomposition. Insects crawled and squirmed across the decaying flesh, eager to feast on the remnants of life. Fiona's entomology background told her that these critters would be crucial in determining the timeline of Harry's death, but at the same time, she couldn't help but feel disturbed by their presence. Something about all of this felt off.

As she began to examine the body more closely, her mind churned with questions. The buzzing of flies intensified as Fiona leaned over Harry's body, her eyes narrowing as she observed the various insects crawling across his decomposing form. Maggots writhed within the more exposed wounds, and beetles scurried about, competing for space on the corpse. Drawing upon her expertise in entomology, Fiona attempted to estimate how long Harry had been dead based on the insects present and their life cycles.

"Blowflies... carrion beetles... this doesn't make any sense," she muttered under her breath, her brow furrowing. According to her calculations, Harry's body seemed to have been lying here for weeks, if not longer. But that was impossible – he had only been reported missing two weeks ago.

Could I be wrong? she wondered. She couldn't shake the gnawing feeling that something was off. Turning back to her notes, Fiona flipped through the pages until she found the statement from the shop owner across from Harry’s store. The man claimed to have seen Harry leaving his shop just two weeks prior, looking very much alive.

Fiona stood over Harry's body, her gloved hands gripping the edges of the cold metal table. Her thoughts churned with the peculiar details of the case, each unanswered question creating a knot in her stomach that only tightened as she continued her examination. She knew there was a reason for the discrepancy between Harry's apparent time of death and his actual disappearance, and she wouldn't rest until she found it. Leaning closer, she carefully inspected the back of Harry's head, where mottled skin and dried blood hinted at the cause of death.

"Blunt force trauma," she concluded, her voice hushed in the quiet examination room. "Just like Nadine."

Fiona went over to Nadine’s body and removed the sheet. Nadine had been found last week, before Harry, but was estimated to have been missing for just over two weeks. The autopsy had already been completed before and all the corpse fauna removed, but Fiona could see the way her flesh had been eaten before she was put into a freezer for further examination. 

Fiona bit her lip. If there was no DNA connecting the two bodies, then she wanted to see the crime scenes too. She’d already been at Harry’s—but she needed to see Nadine’s. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The late-afternoon sun filtered through the dense canopy of trees, casting a crooked light on Fiona and Jake as they made their way through the forest. Sticks crunched beneath their feet while insects buzzed around them, creating a chorus of nature's own music. Fiona took in a deep breath, inhaling the earthy scent of damp soil and decaying leaves.

This was the same forest where Harry Green had been found dead earlier that day, but they were searching for the spot where Nadine Howe's body had been discovered just a week ago. The two locations weren't far apart, which only served to make the situation feel more eerie and unsettling.

Fiona couldn't help but notice how quiet Jake had become since they'd left the crime scene. He was usually more talkative and sharing wild theories, but now he seemed almost subdued, lost in thought. She felt a twinge of concern once again, and not for the first time that day. It had seemed that at one moment, things with Jake had felt like a fairy tale, and suddenly they were crashing down. Fiona couldn’t explain her sudden anxiety and insecurity.

"Hey, are you sure you’re okay?" she finally asked, unable to ignore his unusual silence any longer. "You've been really quiet."

Jake looked up from the ground, his eyes meeting hers as he offered her a reassuring smile. "Yeah, I'm fine, Red," he said, not entirely convincingly. "Just been thinking about the case, that’s all.”

Fiona wasn't sure she believed him, but she didn't want to press further. She needed to trust Jake. She nodded and continued walking, occasionally glancing down at her phone to check their progress on the GPS.

As they pressed forward, Fiona tried to push her worries about Jake to the back of her mind. But something inside her refused to let go, nagging at her like an itch she couldn't quite reach. She knew that if there was something truly wrong with him, he would tell her… right?

Fiona shook off the lingering unease and refocused on the task at hand. She glanced down at her phone, the GPS indicating they were getting close to the spot where Nadine's body had been discovered. "According to this, we're almost there," she said, pointing to the screen.

"Good," Jake replied, his tone more serious than before. "The sooner we figure out what happened to them, the better."

As they continued through the woods, the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows that stretched across the forest floor like grasping fingers. Fiona felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature as they approached their destination.

Suddenly, the sound of rushing water reached their ears, and they emerged from the trees to find a small stream carving its way through the landscape. On the other side, yellow caution tape fluttered in the breeze, marking the crime scene where Nadine's body had been found. The sight sent a shiver down Fiona's spine.

"Looks like this is it," she murmured, stepping carefully over the rocks to cross the stream. Jake followed closely behind her, eyes scanning the area for any clues that might have been missed by the initial investigation.

"Strange," Fiona mused as she studied the ground around the taped-off area. "It's hard to believe that something so terrible happened here. It's such a peaceful spot."

"Except for the fact that someone was murdered," Jake reminded her, his voice quiet and somber.

"Right." Fiona sighed, feeling a wave of sadness wash over her. "I just wish we could figure out why. What could have driven someone to do this? Could it really have been a crime of passion?”

"Maybe we'll find something here that will shed some light on that." Jake crouched down near the edge of the stream, peering intently at the ground. "We need to be thorough – who knows what might have been overlooked?"

Fiona nodded, her mind racing with possibilities as she began to search the area. She couldn't shake the feeling that they were on the verge of a crucial discovery – one that could finally bring some sense to the senseless violence that had claimed two lives.

Fiona's gaze followed the stream, the sun reflecting off the water like tiny shards of glass. She felt a chill run down her spine as she imagined Nadine Howe's lifeless body lying nearby just a week earlier. She shook her head, trying to dispel the gruesome image.

"Strange that the killer chose this place, isn't it?" Jake said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Look, the edge of the forest is close to that neighborhood."

Fiona squinted in the direction Jake was pointing, and sure enough, she could make out the rooftops of houses just beyond the treeline. It seemed odd for someone to commit such a violent act so close to potential witnesses. Harry’s body was found much deeper into the woods. 

"Maybe they wanted easy access to a quick escape route," Fiona mused, her eyes scanning the area for any possible clues. "Or maybe they were just being reckless."

"Could be," Jake agreed, bending down to examine a patch of disturbed earth near the caution tape. "But we still need to figure out why Nadine and Harry were targeted in the first place."

Fiona nodded, pulling out her phone to check the GPS again. As she studied the map, she made an unexpected connection. "Jake, look at this," she said, excitement lacing her words. "This spot isn't even very far from where Nadine lived with her parents."

"Really?" Jake asked, taking a step closer to peer at her screen. His eyes widened, and he let out a low whistle. "You're right. That's... interesting. Maybe it was a crime of opportunity. Nadine lived around here, and Harry was an avid hiker.… they could have been in the wrong place at the wrong time."

“Maybe…”

Fiona stared at the crime scene tape, its yellow color a stark contrast against the lush greenery surrounding them. She closed her eyes, attempting to picture the scene as it must have been just a week ago. She could see Nadine's body lying there, the back of her head brutally bashed in, and it was almost as if she could feel the terror that had filled the air on that fateful day.

"Over there," Fiona said, opening her eyes and pointing toward a perch above the river. "That seems like the most likely spot for the killer to have struck her."

"Let's check it out," Jake replied, his voice subdued. If he was still struggling with his personal issues, he did well to hide it as they approached the perch.

As they climbed up to the spot, Fiona couldn't help but shiver, feeling a sudden chill despite the sun filtering through the trees. The perch offered an eerie vantage point, overlooking the now calm stream below. She imagined the killer standing here, weapon raised, waiting for their unsuspecting victim.

"Can you think of any reason why both Nadine and Harry's bodies would be so much more decomposed than they should be?" Fiona asked, her brow furrowed in concentration.

Jake shook his head. "No, it doesn't make any sense. It's like something accelerated the process, but I can't figure out what."

"Maybe we're missing something..." Fiona muttered, her thoughts racing. She felt a deep-rooted frustration bubbling inside her. They were so close to uncovering the truth, yet it remained just out of reach. 

"Maybe we should talk to the families," Jake suggested, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "They might have noticed something unusual or out of place."

"Good idea," Fiona agreed. "We'll start with Nadine's family and then move on to Harry's."


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

The sun cast a warm golden glow over the suburban neighborhood as Jake and Fiona approached the Howe residence. It was a modest home, its well-kept lawn lined with bright flowerbeds that seemed to reflect the love and care put into them.

As they neared the front door, Jake found himself growing increasingly anxious. He knew it wasn't just the weight of the case pressing down on him – there were personal concerns gnawing at the edges of his mind, but he couldn't afford to let them distract him now. Focus, Jake, he chided himself silently. You need to be present for this.

"Ready?" Fiona asked, her eyes searching his for confirmation.

"Of course," Jake replied, offering her a reassuring smile before knocking on the door.

A few moments later, it opened to reveal a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and a weary expression. She looked as though she'd been crying but was doing her best to maintain composure.

"Mrs. Howe?" Jake asked gently, showing his FBI badge. “I’m Agent Jake Tucker with the FBI. This is my partner, Fiona Red, a forensic specialist. We'd like to ask you a few questions about Nadine, if that's alright."

"Of course," Mrs. Howe said quietly, stepping aside to welcome them in. "I'll do whatever I can to help find whoever did this to my daughter. I knew it wasn’t an accident, so when the police called to inform me this morning, I… I wasn’t surprised.” 

“I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am,” Jake said.

As they crossed the threshold, Jake took in the surroundings. Family photos adorned the walls, showcasing happier times and the vibrant young woman Nadine had once been. It was a stark contrast to the sight of her body in the woods, and Jake felt a surge of determination to bring her killer to justice. Jake took in the details of the living room: family photos lining the walls, a well-worn couch, and a coffee table cluttered with cups and tissues. It was a space heavy with the weight of loss, an atmosphere that made his heart ache even more for the bereaved mother.

"Have a seat," Nancy gestured towards the couch, her voice quivering.

"Thank you, Mrs. Howe," Fiona said, offering a comforting hand on the woman's shoulder. "We'll do everything we can to find answers."

"Please, call me Nancy," she replied with a sad smile. "Now, what do you need to know?"

Fiona sat down first, her eyes scanning the room and taking in the details, while Jake chose a seat closer to Nancy, hoping to establish some rapport. He could feel the tension in the air, thick like fog, and knew that every moment they spent here was crucial in finding justice for Nadine—and Harry.

"Mrs. Howe," Jake began, his voice gentle but firm, "we're doing everything we can to find out who did this to your daughter. We'll need to ask you some questions and gather as much information as possible."

Nancy blinked back tears, her chin quivering. She straightened her shoulders, determination shining through her grief. "I'll do whatever it takes to help you find whoever did this to my Nadine."

Jake nodded his appreciation, inwardly steeling himself for the emotional turmoil that would no doubt accompany their line of inquiry. He knew he couldn't afford to lose focus—not when the fate of two victims hung in the balance, and especially not when his own personal life threatened to unravel at any moment.

"Can you tell us a bit about Nadine?" he asked, his voice soft yet authoritative. "Did she have any enemies or anyone who might want to hurt her?"

Nancy's eyes drifted towards a family portrait, a wistful smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. "Nadine was...she was loved by everyone," she said, her voice cracking with emotion. "I can't imagine anyone wanting to harm her."

Jake observed the pain etched across Nancy's face and felt a pang of sympathy deep in his chest. He realized that every question they asked would force her to relive the horror of losing her daughter, but it was a necessary ordeal if they hoped to bring Nadine's killer to justice. In a way, he could relate to Nancy’s pain; he had never lost a child, of course, but his mother had been murdered when he was a teenager, and he had been the one to find the body. Jake carried that burden with him on every case he worked.

Nancy hesitated for a moment, her eyes drawn to a photograph on the mantelpiece. In it, a younger Nadine smiled brightly, her chestnut hair cascading over her shoulders as she cradled a soccer trophy against her hip. "She was…she was a good girl. She had a big heart, always helping others," she said, her voice thick with emotion. "She was well-liked at her job as an EMT. Everyone respected her."

"Mrs. Howe," Fiona interjected delicately, "I noticed that Nadine still lived here with you, even though she was in her twenties. Was there a specific reason for that?"

Nancy sighed, rubbing her forehead as if warding off a headache. "She'd been living on her own for a while, but she moved back home after…after the incident."

"Incident?" Jake inquired, his brow furrowing with concern.

"Yes," Nancy murmured, her gaze distant as she recalled the painful memories. "It was a difficult time for her, and she needed to be around family. We didn't mind, of course. We loved having her here, even if it was under such unfortunate circumstances."

Fiona's confusion mirrored Jake's as she exchanged a glance with him, trying to understand what Nancy meant by "the incident." The atmosphere in the room had shifted, growing heavier with each passing second, and Fiona felt it settle over them like a dense fog.

"Mrs. Howe," Fiona asked gently, her voice betraying her concern, "What incident are you referring to?"

Nancy hesitated for a moment, seemingly gathering her thoughts before continuing. "Nadine... well, she was an EMT, as you know. There was an off-duty accident she happened upon one day, and she reacted like any good EMT would – she tried to save the person involved."

As Nancy spoke, Jake’s gaze drifted to a framed photo on a nearby bookshelf. It showed Nadine in her EMT uniform, smiling confidently at the camera. She looked so young, vibrant, and full of life – a stark contrast to the lifeless body that had been found in the woods.

"Unfortunately," Nancy continued, her voice cracking slightly, "when Nadine performed CPR on the man, she cracked one of his ribs. He survived, thank God, but the broken rib punctured his lung, causing more health complications. He sued Nadine, since she wasn’t on duty at the time."

Nancy's words sent a chill down Jake’s spine. He couldn't imagine the weight of such guilt and responsibility that must have been bearing down on Nadine, coupled with the threat of a lawsuit. 

"Was the lawsuit still ongoing?" Jake asked.

Nancy nodded, tears welling up in her eyes. "Yes, it was. We were all trying to support her through it, but I think the stress was taking its toll on her."

As Jake listened, his mind raced with the implications of this new revelation. Could the lawsuit have played a role in Nadine's murder? Was there a connection between her death and that of Harry Green? They needed to dig deeper to find any hidden threads that might tie these victims together.

"Mrs. Howe," Fiona said softly, "Could you please tell us the name of the man who sued Nadine?"

Wiping away her tears, Nancy replied, "His name is Sid Jackson."

"Thank you," Jake murmured, making a mental note of the name. This was just another piece of the puzzle they were trying to assemble, but it felt significant. 

But they needed to know more about Harry Green too. Find the connection between the victims, and they just might find the killer. 

Jake took out a photo of Harry on his phone and showed it to Nancy. “Nancy, do you recognize this man?”

Nancy pursed her lips, but shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t. Who is he?”

“He’s the other man who was found dead in the forest,” Jake explained. “His name is Harry Green. If you can think of any connection between him and Nadine, please give us a call.” Jake handed Nancy his card, which she accepted with a nod.

For now, they’d gathered all they could. Jake wanted to know more about this legal battle Nadine was in, but first, he needed to know more about Harry Green. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Fiona could feel her anxiety gnawing through her insides like a series of ants as she sat in the passenger seat of Jake’s car. The sun was setting, casting long shadows across the pavement as Jake’s car pulled up outside Harry's shop. The store now stood silent and abandoned, its windows dark and lifeless. A pang of sadness struck Fiona as she imagined the vibrant life that had once filled the space.

"Harry lived in the apartment above the shop with his brother," Jake said, snapping Fiona out of her thoughts. "Let's see if he can shed any light on this situation."

After getting out of the car, they climbed the creaky stairs leading to the apartment door, each step feeling heavier than the last. Fiona could sense the weight of the case settling on her shoulders, the lives of two victims urging her to uncover the truth.

As they reached the door, Fiona took a deep breath, steeling herself for what was to come. There was no telling what they might learn or how it would affect the investigation. But one thing was certain: they were one step closer to solving this mystery.

And with that thought in mind, Fiona rapped sharply on the door, waiting for the sound of footsteps to approach from within.

The door creaked open, revealing a weary-eyed man with unkempt hair and the beginnings of a beard. He looked as though he hadn't slept in days, and his slumped shoulders suggested a heavy burden.

"Evening, sir," Jake said, extending his hand and flashing his FBI badge. "I'm Agent Jake Tucker, and this is my partner, Fiona Red."

"Travis," the man replied, giving a weak nod. "Harry's brother, I guess you're here about him."

Fiona couldn't help but notice the way Travis's hands shook ever so slightly when he mentioned Harry's name – an outward sign of the internal turmoil that must be consuming him. She wondered how long it had been since he'd eaten or slept properly. Harry had been reported missing two weeks ago, but only today was he confirmed to be dead. Fiona could only imagine how hard this was on Travis. 

"May we come in?" Jake asked gently, and Travis nodded, stepping back to let them pass.

"Please, have a seat," Travis gestured to a worn couch, his voice barely more than a whisper. 

"Travis, we're really sorry for your loss," Fiona began, her tone soft and empathetic. "We want to find out what happened to Harry, and we were hoping you might be able to help us."

"I'll do whatever I can," Travis pledged, his eyes filled with determination despite the exhaustion etched across his face.

"Thank you," Jake said sincerely. "You mentioned earlier that you assumed we were here about Harry; did something make you suspect we would be coming?"

"Harry went missing weeks ago," Travis answered, his voice cracking slightly. "I knew deep down that he wasn't coming back, but I held onto hope. Then today, the cops gave me the call and, well, you know the rest.”

As Travis spoke, Fiona couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy for the man. He was trying to hold it together, to be strong in the face of unimaginable pain.

"Travis, did Harry have any enemies that you know of?" Fiona asked, her voice steady and professional. "Or anyone who might want to hurt him?"

"Harry was just… he was a good guy," Travis said, shaking his head, his gaze dropping to the floor as he tried to find the right words. "He was dependable, always there when you needed him. He loved the outdoors, too – camping, hiking, all that stuff. His shop downstairs is dedicated to hiking and camping supplies."

Fiona nodded, processing the information. It made sense that Harry would be found out in the woods, given his love for the outdoors. As she mulled over the facts, she couldn't shake the feeling that something else was going on beneath the surface. A man like Harry didn't just end up dead in the woods without a reason.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Jake’s voice. "Travis, could we take a look at the shop downstairs?" 

"Sure," Travis replied hesitantly. "Follow me."

As they descended the narrow staircase, the scent of pine and leather filled Fiona’s nostrils – a sharp contrast to the stale air of the apartment above. The walls were lined with shelves carrying an array of outdoor gear, from camping stoves to rugged backpacks. It was evident that Harry had poured his heart and soul into the place.

"Harry really loved the outdoors, huh?" Jake remarked, her fingers brushing over a row of shiny hunting knives.

"More than anything," Travis confirmed, the pride in his voice tinged with sadness. "He spent every free moment he had out in the woods or up in the mountains."

Fiona wandered through the aisles, her eyes scanning the displays as he tried to piece together what might have drawn Harry's killer to him. Her gut told her there was a connection here, but it remained frustratingly elusive.

"Did Harry keep any personal items in the shop? Something that might give us a better understanding of who he was?" Fiona asked, her gaze fixed on a display case filled with intricately carved wooden animal figurines.

"Most of his stuff is upstairs," Travis explained, "but he did have a small office in the back where he kept some personal things."

"May we see it?" Jake inquired. Fiona hoped that a glimpse into Harry's private world might provide the clue they needed.

"Of course." Travis led them through a door in the back corner of the shop, revealing a cramped office space. A cluttered desk sat against one wall, piled high with papers and various knickknacks. A corkboard covered in maps and photographs hung above the desk, echoing Harry's love for adventure.

Fiona felt frustration mounting as she studied the office, searching for some sign of a connection between Harry and Nadine. What could possibly link two seemingly unrelated victims?

"Was there anything unusual about Harry's behavior before he disappeared?" Jake asked Travis.

"Nothing that I can think of," Travis replied, shrugging. "He was just... Harry."

As Fiona inspected the maps on the corkboard, tracing her finger over the marked trails, Travis sighed, running a hand through his disheveled hair as he glanced around the shop. 

"I don't think I can keep this place going, not without Harry," he admitted, his voice heavy with grief. "He was the one who really loved all this – the outdoors, the camping gear. It was his passion. I might have to sell the place."

Fiona gave him a sympathetic look, understanding the difficult decision he faced. Meanwhile, Jake's eyes scanned the shelves lined with camping equipment.

"Travis," Jake said, his voice hesitant, "do you think it's possible that whoever killed Harry just happened to come across him while he was hiking in the woods? Maybe it was just a crime of opportunity, and he was in the wrong place at the wrong time."

Travis shook his head slowly, his eyes clouded with doubt. "I don't know, man. Harry knew these woods like the back of his hand. He had a lot of friends around here, too. It just doesn't add up. But I guess it’s possible.”

Fiona furrowed her brow, observing the neatly organized shelves of camping gear. "I don't think this was just a crime of opportunity," she said softly. The dust motes floating in the shafts of sunlight gave the store an eerie, abandoned quality, and she shivered slightly. "Both victims were in different locations, but their bodies showed similar signs of advanced decomposition," Fiona explained, her eyes narrowing as she pieced together fragments of information. "It's almost as if someone wanted us to find them like that... as if they wanted to send a message."

“Hard to accept this all could’ve happened for nothing,” Travis said. “I like to think my brother would’ve defended himself against a stranger, but clearly, someone got the jump on him.”

Fiona nodded, exchanging a look with Jake. It seemed they had all they could get from here.

As they turned to leave, Fiona suddenly stopped in her tracks. A memory flickered in her mind, an echo from their previous conversation with Nadine's mother. "Travis," she said, her voice urgent, "was Harry involved in any lawsuits?"

Travis looked taken aback, his eyebrows raising in surprise. "Uh, yeah, actually. Some guy tried to sue him for selling a pair of boots he claimed were defective. But it never went anywhere; the judge threw the case out."

"Who was the guy?" Fiona asked, her heart pounding in anticipation.

"His name was something kinda weird… Sid, I think? Yeah, Sid Jackson," Travis replied, a frown creasing his forehead. "Why? What does that have to do with anything?"

Fiona exchanged a significant glance with Jake, her pulse racing as the pieces began to click into place. Sid Jackson – the same man who had sued Nadine. 

Fiona's mind raced at the mention of the name, her thoughts connecting like a jigsaw puzzle. The same Sid Jackson who had sued Nadine, a connection too significant to ignore. She glanced at Jake, noticing the same spark of realization in his eyes.

"Thanks, Travis," Jake said, offering him a sincere nod. "You've been very helpful."

As they left the shop and stepped out into the fading daylight, Fiona couldn't shake the shiver that ran down her spine. The weight of this new lead pressed heavily on her chest. She pulled her jacket tighter around herself, seeking comfort in its warmth as they walked away from Harry's shop.

"Jake, I can't believe it's the same guy," Fiona murmured, her breath visible in the chilly September air. "Do you think he could be involved somehow?"

"Could be a coincidence," Jake replied, his voice low and contemplative. "But I doubt it. We need to look into Sid Jackson, find out everything we can about him.”

Fiona's heart pounded in her chest as they strode away from the shop. The name Sid Jackson echoed in her mind like a haunting melody. She couldn't help but glance back at the darkened store, its windows reflecting the orange hues of the setting sun. Shadows danced across the pavement, intertwining with their footsteps.

As they walked, Fiona felt the weight of the case pressing down on her shoulders. It was a heavy burden to carry, one made heavier by the fact that two lives had been lost and their killer remained free. The air seemed colder now, a biting chill that nipped at her cheeks and cut through her jacket.

"Did you notice how sad Travis looked?" Fiona asked, her breath misting in front of her face. "It's heartbreaking, really."

Jake's eyes softened as he glanced over at her. "Yeah, it is. But we're going to do everything we can to make sure no one else has to go through that kind of pain."

She appreciated Jake's reassurance, but the gnawing unease in her gut told her there were darker secrets yet to be uncovered. Secrets that could change everything.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Fiona glanced out the window as Jake's car cruised through the streets of Portland as the darkness of night took over. The buildings blurred together in her peripheral vision, but her focus returned to her laptop screen, fingers tapping away at the keyboard. She was searching for any information she could find on their suspect, Sid Jackson.

"Here we go," Fiona mumbled, skimming through an online article. "Sid Jackson, entrepreneur, specializes in launching phone apps."

"Sounds like a real winner," Jake commented dryly, eyes locked on the road ahead.

"Wait, there's more." Fiona scrolled further down the page, where she discovered a tidbit about Sid's family history. "His parents died in a car crash when he was younger. He got a settlement from it, but they weren't exactly millionaires."

"Money must be running out by now then," Jake said, furrowing his brow.

"Exactly what I was thinking," Fiona agreed, a hint of frustration coloring her voice. "He's in his thirties now and his so-called career doesn't seem to be taking off. The lawsuit seems to be going nowhere fast—extremely long wait times to get in court, and obviously a low priority. He could be getting desperate.” 

"Desperate enough to kill?" Jake asked, shooting Fiona a quick glance before returning his gaze to the road.

"Maybe," Fiona replied, biting her lower lip in thought. "We won't know until we talk to him. But people have killed for less, that's for sure."

"Yep," Jake muttered, frustration cracking his voice. "So, we've got a guy who's running out of money and seems to be trying to cash in through lawsuits. It's not a stretch to think he might be willing to kill to get what he wants."

"Exactly," Fiona agreed, feeling a sick sense of satisfaction at uncovering this new information. "We need to confront him about this, but we should tread carefully. He lives in a penthouse suite, so he's probably used to getting his way."

"Right," Jake said, nodding grimly. "Let's pay Mr. Sid Jackson a visit and see if we can get some answers."

As they approached Sid's luxurious apartment building, Fiona couldn't help but feel a mix of anticipation and dread at the thought of meeting the potential killer face-to-face. 

 

***

 

Jake parked the car and took a deep breath, feeling a mix of nervousness and guilt wash over him like a cold wave. His mind raced with thoughts of how and when to tell Fiona about Lauren's pregnancy. He knew he couldn't keep it a secret forever, but the timing had to be right. Right now, their focus needed to be on the case at hand—and Sid Jackson was at the top of his list.

"Let's go," he said, his voice betraying a slight tremble. They got out of the car and headed toward the entrance of the upscale apartment building.

The sleek glass doors of the apartment building loomed before them, reflecting the fading sunlight. Jake took a deep breath and pushed the entrance open, Fiona following closely behind him. The lobby was spacious and elegant; marble floors gleamed under the warm lighting, while tasteful art pieces adorned the walls.

Jake spotted the elevator tucked away in a corner, a set of pristine steel doors that matched the modern aesthetic of the building. They made their way over, the click of their heels echoing through the hushed lobby.

As they waited for the elevator, Jake's mind raced, thoughts of Lauren and the baby threatening to overwhelm him. He needed to stay focused, but it was becoming increasingly difficult. He clenched his fists at his sides, forcing himself to concentrate on the mission.

"Jake, are you okay?" Fiona asked, concern etching her features as she glanced at him. "I know I’ve asked a lot, it’s just, you seem a bit... tense. More than usual.”

"Just anxious to talk to Sid," he lied, offering her a reassuring smile. "I'm sure we'll get the answers we need."

The elevator dinged softly, announcing its arrival. The doors slid open, revealing a plush interior bathed in golden light. They stepped inside, and Fiona pressed the button for the top floor.

"Here goes nothing," she murmured, leaning against the wall as the elevator began its ascent.

"Stay sharp," Jake said, trying to project an air of confidence despite the turmoil brewing within him. "We don't know what to expect from this guy."

Fiona nodded, her eyes narrowing in determination. She was a rock, a constant source of strength that Jake desperately needed right now. He just hoped he could be the same for her when the truth finally came out.

As the elevator glided smoothly upward, Jake took one last deep breath, steeling himself for the confrontation ahead. Whatever secrets Sid Jackson held, they were about to uncover them – and with any luck, bring justice to Nadine and Harry.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Jake approached the door of Sid's penthouse suite, an imposing slab of dark wood with ornate carvings etched into its surface, with Fiona right behind him.

"Ready?" Jake asked, his voice barely above a whisper. Fiona nodded, her face set in a determined expression. He raised his hand and knocked firmly on the door, the sound echoing through the eerily quiet corridor.

The door swung open, revealing Sid Jackson – a tall, slender man with slicked-back hair and a smug grin plastered across his face. He wore a loose silk robe that hung open, exposing his pale, wiry chest, and clutched a half-empty bottle of expensive-looking liquor in one hand.

"Can I help you?" he drawled, looking them up and down with obvious disdain.

"Agent Jake Tucker," Jake said tersely, flashing his FBI badge. "This is my partner, Fiona Red. We need to talk to you about a couple of legal matters."

Sid's eyebrows shot up, but his smirk never wavered. "Well, well, if it isn't, the feds come to pay me a visit." He took a swig from the bottle, the amber liquid sloshing around as he gestured for them to enter. "Please, do come in."

They followed him warily into the apartment, which was every bit as ostentatious as they had anticipated. The open-concept living area boasted floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a stunning view of Portland's skyline, and the interior was decorated with lavish furniture, exotic animal skins, and more pieces of provocative art.

Jake couldn't help but feel a flicker of disgust at the man's taste, but he pushed it aside and focused on the task at hand. Sid lounged in a plush armchair, taking another swig from his bottle as he regarded them with amusement.

"Classy," Jake muttered under his breath, trying to suppress his disdain as he exchanged a glance with Fiona. She raised an eyebrow, seemingly sharing his sentiment. This place was gaudy, even by the standards of a man who flaunted his wealth as blatantly as Sid did.

"Have a seat, agents." Sid gestured to the leather couch, sprawling out in a matching armchair himself. The bottle of booze dangled precariously from his fingers as he leaned back, smirking at them.

"Thanks," Jake replied tersely, perching on the edge of the couch while Fiona sat next to him. The leather creaked beneath their weight, and Jake couldn't help but wonder what other secrets this room held, hidden beneath its extravagant surface.

"Alright then," Sid drawled, taking another sip from his bottle. "What can I do for you, agents?"

Jake clenched his jaw, forcing himself to focus on the task at hand. He couldn't afford to let his personal issues cloud his judgment. Not when lives were at stake. With that realization, Jake took a deep breath and prepared to delve into their line of questioning. He had to uncover the truth behind Sid's connection to Nadine and Harry, no matter how twisted or ugly it might be.

The tension in the room was palpable as Sid lounged on the couch, his eyes shifting between Jake and Fiona with a mix of curiosity and amusement. The dim lighting cast eerie shadows across the ostentatious decor, only adding to the unsettling atmosphere. As Sid swirled the liquid in his bottle, the clinking of ice echoed through the silence.

Fiona's voice was steady as she responded, "We're here to discuss a recent lawsuit you're involved in with a woman named Nadine Howe."

Sid laughed, the sound echoing off the walls like nails on a chalkboard to Jake's ears. "Should I call my lawyer?" he asked mockingly, taking another swig from his bottle. "I heard Nadine had an unfortunate accident." He emphasized the word 'accident' with a sly grin. "Still disputing with her family, though."

Jake locked eyes with Sid, his jaw clenched and his voice hard. "Nadine's death wasn't an accident, Mr. Jackson. She was murdered."

The laughter died in Sid's throat, replaced by a flicker of genuine surprise. His smirk faltered for a moment before it returned, albeit strained. "Murdered? You don't say. Well, that's certainly news to me."

Jake studied the man before him, searching for any hint of guilt or remorse in his intoxicated gaze. But all he found was a twisted sense of amusement, as if Sid found their accusations to be nothing more than a game. It infuriated Jake, making it difficult to keep his composure. 

As he held back his mounting frustration, he couldn't help but think of Lauren, of how his life was unraveling around him. He knew he needed to focus on the case at hand, but the weight of the secret he carried threatened to crush him. It was a constant struggle to shove those thoughts aside and maintain his professionalism.

"Can you tell us about your relationship with Nadine?" Fiona asked, her voice cool and collected.

Sid's eyes flicked to her, his smirk widening as he appraised her. "What's it to you, sweetheart?"

"Answer the question, Sid," Jake growled, the anger bubbling beneath the surface finally breaking through.

"Fine, fine," he said, raising his hands in mock surrender. "Nadine and I had a little disagreement, that's all. You know how these things go. Look, it wasn’t my fault that she did CPR wrong on me and punched my lung with my own rib. I’m the victim here. Why do you think she was murdered, anyway?”

"Those are the questions we're trying to answer," Jake replied, his tone firm and unyielding. He could see the wheels turning in Sid's mind, but he needed him to open up if they were going to get any useful information. "We need to hear your side of the story, Sid."

Sid pressed his lips together, eyes darting around the room as if searching for an escape. It seemed to finally hit him the kind of trouble he could be in. "I-I can't talk about the details without a lawyer present," he stammered, his earlier bravado gone.

Jake leaned in closer, invading Sid's personal space to make his point clear. "Nadine is dead," he said, his voice like ice. "If you don't cooperate, I can bring you down to the station right now. We have reasonable cause to believe you wanted Nadine dead."

Sid's gaze locked onto Jake's, the coldness in the agent's eyes making him squirm. He swallowed hard, the sound echoing in the tense silence that had fallen over the room. Inside, Jake felt satisfaction at finally cracking through Sid's smug exterior, but he knew they still had a long way to go.

"Okay, okay," Sid acquiesced, lifting his hands in surrender. "I didn't want her dead. Yeah, we had our disagreements, but I never would've killed her. I just needed some cash to cover the costs of the surgeries I needed because of her screw-up.”

"Tell me about these disagreements," Jake pressed, trying to keep his impatience in check. Fiona, meanwhile, watched silently from the sidelines, her eyes trained on Sid's every move.

"Like I said before, it was all about money," Sid admitted, running a hand through his disheveled hair. "But that's all it was. Just business.”

"Business that led you to file a lawsuit against her," Fiona chimed in, her voice soft but firm. "Seems like more than just a simple disagreement."

Sid shot her a glare, clearly not appreciating the interruption. "It was complicated, alright? But I didn't have anything to do with her death. You need to believe me. She tried to offer to pay me off, but it wasn’t enough, and I wanted to take it to court. More cash that way.”

Jake studied Sid's face, searching for any hint of deception. He hated dealing with people like this – so slippery and evasive. But he had to admit, there wasn't enough evidence to pin the murder on Sid, at least not yet. The frustration simmered beneath Jake's skin, threatening to boil over as they hit another dead end.

"Your history with Nadine certainly raises some questions," Jake said, trying to keep his own frustration in check. Sid's smugness had been replaced with an almost comical look of shock, but Jake wasn't about to let him off the hook so easily.

"Look, I didn't kill anyone!" Sid insisted, running a hand through his disheveled hair. "I'm not a murderer."

"Then perhaps you can explain your connection with Harry Green?" Jake pressed, crossing his arms over his chest. "Another person you've sued and now, another murder victim."

Sid blinked, seemingly caught off guard by the mention of Harry's name. "That was years ago," he stammered, rubbing the back of his neck as if trying to jog his memory. "We had a disagreement, but I haven't seen or spoken to the guy since then."

"Both Harry and Nadine were murdered in the same area, with the same MO," Jake informed him, leaning in closer. "It's too convenient that two people you've been involved with legally end up dead in the same manner."

Sid's face flushed a deep red, a mixture of anger and fear flashing across his features. "So what?" he snapped, clenching his fists at his sides. "You're going to pin this on me just because I had legal disputes with them? That's absurd!"

Jake could feel himself nearing the edge of his patience as he watched Sid's defensive display. He needed answers, but the man seemed more interested in playing the victim than cooperating. And yet, there was still that nagging doubt in the back of his mind – what if Sid was telling the truth?

"Listen," Fiona interjected, her calm demeanor a stark contrast to the tension radiating from both Sid and Jake. "We're not accusing you of anything yet. We just need to understand your relationship with these victims and if there's any connection between their murders."

Sid stared at her for a moment, his eyes flicking between Fiona and Jake as he seemed to weigh his options. Finally, he let out a long exhale, the fight draining from his posture.

Sid's eyes darted around the room, his fear palpable as he clutched at the collar of his robe. "I swear, I didn't have anything to do with their deaths," he groveled, desperation lacing his words. "You have to believe me!"

Fiona and Jake exchanged a glance, neither one completely sold on Sid's sincerity, but they couldn't ignore the possibility that he was telling the truth.

"Look," Sid said, his tone shifting from pleading to threatening. "If you try to arrest me without any evidence, I'll sue you for harassment. I know my rights."

Jake clenched his jaw, feeling the hostility seep into the air like an invasive fog. He wanted nothing more than to slap cuffs on Sid right then and there, haul him down to the station, and make him talk. But he knew Fiona would be the voice of reason, urging him to slow down and think things through.

"Listen, Sid," Jake ground out, trying to keep his temper in check. "We're not here to harass you. We just need to get to the bottom of these murders. If you didn't do it, then help us understand why someone is targeting people you've had legal disputes with."

The air in Sid's apartment was thick with hostility, the tension between Jake and their suspect palpable. 

"Everyone, let's just take a breath here," Fiona interjected, her voice calm but firm. She locked eyes with Sid, who seemed as if he were bracing himself for a blow. "Sid, we need you to stay calm and work with us. We're trying to piece together a timeline of events. Can you tell us where you were when Harry was reported missing two weeks ago, and when Nadine went missing just days before that?"

Sid's gaze darted between Fiona and Jake, then his expression shifted from defensive to almost triumphant. "I was in Cuba," he announced, his smug demeanor returning. "I left the US for a few weeks and didn't even get back until last week. My lawyer called me about Nadine, said she'd slipped and hit her head, but it was an accident."

"Prove it," Jake demanded, his voice hard as he stared Sid down.

"Fine," Sid huffed, rolling his eyes dramatically. He scrambled around the penthouse, yanking open drawers and rifling through their contents. After a moment, he produced a handful of plane tickets and hurled them at Jake. "There, happy now?"

Jake caught the tickets with an air of skepticism, scanning the dates and destinations. At first glance, they seemed to corroborate Sid's story. But that wasn't enough for him; he needed more concrete evidence.

"Show me the photos," he insisted, not taking his eyes off Sid.

"Ugh, you people are so annoying," Sid muttered under his breath as he pulled out his phone. He tapped on the screen for a few seconds before thrusting the device toward Jake, revealing a series of vacation photos – Sid lounging on a beach, Sid posing in front of colorful Cuban buildings, Sid sipping a mojito by the pool. The timestamps matched up with his supposed alibi.

"See? I was a thousand miles away when those two died. Now, can I please get back to my life?" Sid snapped, snatching his phone back from Jake.

"Alright, we believe you were in Cuba," Jake conceded reluctantly, his jaw clenched. "But why is it that two people you've sued end up dead? That seems like more than just a coincidence."

"Hey, don't look at me!" Sid said defensively. "I have no idea why they're dead, and I resent the implication. If you keep this up, I'll sue you too!"

"Is that all you do? Sue people?" Jake couldn't help but sneer, his patience wearing thin.

"Look, I don't know anything about their deaths, alright? Now, if you don't mind," Sid gestured toward the door, clearly eager to be rid of them.

"Fine," Jake said through gritted teeth. "But if we find anything that connects you to those murders, we'll be back."

"Good luck with that," Sid replied smugly as they left the apartment.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Fiona stepped out of Sid's apartment building, the crisp Portland air biting at her cheeks. She watched as Jake clenched his jaw, clearly frustrated with their lack of progress. They climbed into the car, and as they pulled away from the curb, Fiona couldn't help but feel defeated.

"Damn it," Jake muttered, gripping the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles turned white.

"Hey, we'll figure this out," Fiona reassured him, placing a gentle hand on his forearm. "Sid might not be our guy, but we'll find another lead."

Jake glanced at her, forcing a smile before turning his attention back to the road. Night was in full effect now. Portland bustled around them, unaware of the darkness lurking behind closed doors.

"Where do we go from here?" Jake asked, his voice tense.

"Let's regroup, and see what other connections we can make between Nadine and Harry," Fiona suggested, trying to sound hopeful. Her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn't eaten in hours. "But first, maybe we should grab some food?"

As they drove, Fiona racked her brain for any new angles that could help move the case forward. She thought about the people they still needed to interview, the evidence they had collected so far, and the motives that might drive someone to kill. But with every new idea, her mind kept circling back to Sid Jackson, and the nagging feeling that they were overlooking something crucial.

"How about we head back to my place? We can grab some dinner and do more research."

Fiona hesitated for a moment but then nodded, trying to put on a smile. "Sure, that sounds good."

As they drove, Fiona couldn't shake the feeling that something was off with Jake. He seemed distant, his mind elsewhere. She wanted to ask him what was wrong and why he'd been acting different around her lately, but she didn't want to be pushy.

Why am I so bad at this? Fiona thought, picking at a loose thread on her jacket. Romance, relationships – they were all new territory for her. At twenty-six, almost twenty-seven, Jake was her first real relationship. She wished she had more experience navigating these uncharted waters.

They arrived at Jake's apartment building, and Fiona followed him inside, trying to ignore the nagging feeling in her gut. She took a deep breath and reminded herself that they were both under a lot of stress working on this case, and maybe that was all there was to it. Fiona had her own issues with Joslyn, and she was sure Jake had many things on his mind too. Things that had nothing to do with her.

Once they stepped into Jake's apartment, Fiona asked, "What do you feel like eating?"

"Pasta?" Jake suggested, already rummaging through his cabinets for ingredients.

"Sounds perfect," Fiona replied, taking a seat at couch in the living room and pulling out her laptop to continue their research.

As Jake began prepping dinner, Fiona found herself glancing up at him from time to time, watching the tension in his shoulders as he chopped vegetables. It was clear he had something on his mind. She could feel the energy.

The warm glow of night from outside bathed Jake's apartment in a cool light, casting long shadows across the open-concept space. Fiona couldn't help but admire the view from the couch, her gaze drifting to the floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a breathtaking panorama of Portland's skyline as it transformed deeper into night.

Fiona focused on her laptop with renewed determination. The weight of the case pressed down on her like a heavy fog, suffocating any thoughts unrelated to their investigation.

"Find anything?" Jake asked after a few minutes, his voice slightly muffled by the sizzle of onions hitting the hot pan.

"Nothing new," Fiona admitted, frustrated. Her fingers flew across the keyboard, desperately seeking a connection between Nadine and Harry that had eluded them thus far. She couldn't shake the feeling that there was something she was missing, some crucial piece of information that would unlock the entire puzzle.

"Take a break, Red," Jake suggested, concern lacing his tone. "We've been at this for hours."

Fiona hesitated, then nodded and closed her laptop with a sigh. "Yeah, maybe you're right." She leaned back against the couch cushions, trying to shift her focus away from the case. The soft hum of the refrigerator and the aroma of garlic wafting from the kitchen offered a comforting background to her racing thoughts.

"Food will be ready soon," Jake said, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Hopefully, that'll help us recharge and think clearer."

"Thanks, Jake," Fiona replied, grateful for his unwavering support.

She couldn't help but wonder how many nights Jake had spent in this apartment with his ex, Lauren. The idea of them cuddling on the couch or laughing together in the kitchen sent a pang of jealousy through her chest.

Stop it, Fiona, she chastised herself internally, shaking her head. You're not that insecure girl.

Her gaze shifted back to Jake, who was now stirring the pasta sauce in a large pan. He appeared lost in thought, but when his phone buzzed on the counter, his attention snapped to it. Fiona watched as he picked it up and tried to make a call, only for his brows to furrow in frustration when it didn't go through.

"Damn it," Jake muttered under his breath, before typing out a text message. His movements were guarded, keeping the screen angled away from where Fiona sat on the couch.

"Everything okay?" she asked, trying to keep her tone casual and not betray the unease gnawing at her insides.

"Uh, yeah," Jake replied, glancing up briefly before returning his attention to the phone. "Just some personal stuff I need to take care of later."

Fiona nodded, swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat. She knew she had no reason to doubt Jake, but the combination of his secretive behavior and the lingering thoughts of Lauren left her feeling vulnerable.

Fiona's fingers tapped a restless rhythm on the armrest, her gaze drawn back to Jake. She struggled to reconcile the man she knew and cared for with the suspicion that threatened to fracture their bond. Her gut instincts had always been razor-sharp, guiding her through countless investigations. But this time, emotions blurred the lines between intuition and insecurity.

"Hey, dinner's almost ready," Jake announced, breaking Fiona out of her reverie. He placed his phone face down on the counter, the glow of its screen fading like a dying ember. "I just need to use the bathroom real quick."

"Sounds good," Fiona replied, offering him a smile that felt as fragile as glass.

As Jake disappeared down the hallway, Fiona's gaze lingered on his abandoned phone. She resisted the urge to check it, knowing that doing so would only confirm her transformation into the paranoid, jealous girlfriend she never wanted to become. Instead, she clenched her fists and focused on the sound of sizzling pasta, the aroma of garlic and tomatoes filling the air.

With each thud of her heart, she willed herself to believe that whatever was going on with Jake was something he would share when he was ready. They were partners, after all.

As the bathroom door clicked shut, Fiona exhaled, feeling the weight of her anxiety lift ever so slightly. She reminded herself that no relationship was without its challenges, and she and Jake were strong enough to overcome them. Together.

Fiona's heart raced as she heard Jake's phone buzz on the counter again, its vibration echoing through the sleek modern kitchen. The temptation to peek at the screen gnawed at her insides, but she steeled herself against it. She wouldn't become that person, the overly jealous partner who snooped and doubted every little thing. That wasn't who she was, or at least, it wasn't who she wanted to be.

She decided to focus on something else instead—Joslyn. Maybe there had been some progress with Daniel in jail.

Dialing the jail's number, her fingers tapped nervously on the glass surface of the coffee table. As the line connected, her voice wavered slightly. "This is Fiona Red. I'm calling for an update on inmate Daniel Grove. Has he spoken yet?"

The rustling of papers came through the receiver, followed by the guard's bored tone. "Hold on, let me check the records."

Fiona glanced back at the hallway where Jake had disappeared, her mind torn between concern for their relationship and the urgency of their current case. Her grip tightened around her phone, knuckles growing white.

"Ms. Red?" The guard's voice brought her back to the present. "So far, Daniel Grove hasn't said a word other than taunts.”

"Thank you," Fiona replied, the disappointment sinking in her chest like a stone. "Keep me updated if anything changes."

"Will do.” The line went dead, and Fiona stared at her phone for a moment, lost in thought.

"Everything alright?" Jake asked as he emerged from the bathroom, his eyes searching hers.

"Daniel still hasn't talked," Fiona admitted, trying to bury her insecurities beneath the gravity of their case. "I thought maybe he'd crack by now, but no luck."

"Damn," Jake sighed, running a hand through his hair. "We'll just have to keep pressing on with our investigation."

"Right," Fiona agreed, forcing a smile, though her eyes betrayed her lingering unease. As they sat down to eat together, she mentally prepared herself for another long night of research and hoped that in the process, she would also find answers to the questions swirling around her own heart.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

The moon hung low in the sky, casting a dim silver glow across the dense woodland. In the shadows, a man lay concealed among the fallen leaves and underbrush, his breath slow and measured despite the growing chill in the September air. This was not his first time luring prey into these woods, but tonight, he knew he would need to exercise utmost caution.

He listened intently, the crunch of dead foliage beneath boots announcing the approach of his quarry. The beam of a flashlight cut through the darkness like a knife, illuminating the gnarled tree trunks. A police officer in full uniform stepped into the faint moonlight.

"Hello? Anyone out here?" called the officer, his voice echoing through the otherwise silent forest.

The man's heart pounded in his chest, but he remained motionless, a predator ready to strike. He had been the one to lure the cop here, feigning distress and claiming that he'd heard a child crying for help deep within the woods. It was an irresistible call to action for any law enforcement officer - a vulnerable life in imminent danger.

"Please, if you can hear me, make some noise!" the officer continued, sweeping his flashlight over the treacherous terrain.

Barely perceptible from within his hiding place, the man smirked. What an unwitting fool this policeman was. Oblivious to the true danger lurking just beyond the reach of his torchlight.

"Dammit," muttered the officer, frustration seeping into his voice. "Where are you, kid?"

In the darkness, the man considered his next move, adrenaline coursing through his veins as he mentally rehearsed his plan of attack. His fingers itched with anticipation, eager to enact his twisted form of justice on this unsuspecting officer.

You have no idea what's waiting for you, he thought, his eyes never leaving the wavering beam of light slicing through the night.

A surge of hatred coursed through the man's veins as he observed the officer from his concealed position. The cop, unaware of the vengeful eyes upon him, continued to navigate the dark woods, guided only by the beam of his flashlight.

"Come on, kid, answer me!" the officer shouted, his voice betraying a hint of concern.

The man scoffed internally at the performance. You don't fool me, he thought. He knew the truth about this so-called protector of the innocent. This cop was a murderer in disguise, hiding behind the badge that he shamelessly wore. The man's grip tightened around the large rock in his hand, his knuckles turning white with the intensity of his grasp.

"Kid, if you're out here, please make some noise! I'm here to help!" the officer cried out once more, his desperation growing.

Help? You don't know the meaning of the word, the man fumed, his anger fueling him like a raging wildfire. You'll get what you deserve soon enough.

He could feel his heart pounding against his ribcage, threatening to burst free as the officer drew closer to the spot where he lay in wait. Every muscle in his body tensed, ready to spring into action at the opportune moment.

The man's breath hitched in his throat as the officer's flashlight swept across the forest floor mere inches away from his feet. But the shadows enveloped him, shielding him from the officer's unsuspecting gaze.

"Is anyone there?" the police officer called out again, hopelessness seeping into his tone.

And then, finally, the moment presented itself. The cop had unwittingly stepped right into the man's trap, dangerously close to his hidden predator.

"Your time is up," the man whispered to himself, his voice barely audible amongst the rustling leaves and distant nocturnal creatures.

As he prepared to strike, the man's thoughts returned to the reason behind his unyielding hatred. The image of her face, forever etched in his memory, fueled his determination to see this through. He owed her that much.

And with a final deep breath, he set his plan into motion, unleashing the full force of his pent-up fury on the unsuspecting officer.

"Did you kill her?" the man shouted suddenly, his voice raspy and filled with rage.

The cop, caught off guard, whipped around, his flashlight beam slicing through the darkness like a blade. The shadows danced wildly as he searched for the source of the voice.

"Who's out there?" the officer demanded, trying to mask the nervous tremor in his voice. "Show yourself!"

Heart pounding in his chest, the man tried to steady his breathing. He had revealed himself now, but he needed to know the truth. He couldn't let this killer walk free.

"Answer me!" he roared, his voice echoing through the woods. "Did you kill her?"

The cop's face contorted in confusion, his eyes darting from side to side as he attempted to locate the man.

"Who the hell are you talking about?" the officer barked, frustration edging into his tone. "I don't know what you're on about!"

The man clenched his jaw, feeling hot anger surging within him. 

"Her name," the man spat, struggling to keep his emotions in check. "Was she just another victim to you? A plaything to discard when you were done?"

Despite the raging torrent of emotion, the man knew he had to remain hidden, at least for now. His grip on the rock remained firm, its weight a constant reminder of the retribution he sought.

"Listen, I don't know what kind of sick game you're playing," the cop said, his voice wavering slightly. "But if there's something you want to report, come out here and talk face to face."

The man hesitated, torn between his thirst for justice and the nagging doubt that perhaps he was wrong about this cop. As he grappled with his thoughts, the chilling wind whispered through the trees, urging him to make a choice.

As the officer turned away, his beam of light cutting through the darkness and casting eerie shadows on the forest floor, the man's heart pounded in his chest like a relentless drum. The time had come.

"Last chance," the man muttered, barely audible against the rustling leaves above him. "Did you kill her?"

The cop paused for a moment, uncertainty flickering across his face. "I said I don't know what you're talking about!" he shouted, exasperation evident in his strained voice.

"Then you leave me no choice," the man whispered, making up his mind in that instant.

He sprang from his hiding place with cat-like agility, heart racing as adrenaline surged through his veins. His eyes locked onto the back of the cop's skull, a vulnerable target exposed just long enough for the man to strike.

"Wha--" the cop began to say, sensing the movement behind him, but it was too late.

With a swift, ferocious arc, the man brought the rock down upon the officer's head. The sickening crunch of bone echoed through the quiet woods, accompanied by the muffled thud of the cop's lifeless body hitting the damp earth.

Chest heaving, the man stared at his fallen foe, bloodied rock still clutched in his trembling hand. A mix of relief, guilt, and fear swirled within him, but the deed was done. He had avenged her, or so he thought.

"Forgive me," he murmured, wiping sweat and tears from his brow. "But I had to know the truth."

Within the depths of the darkened woods, only silence bore witness to his confession.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Fiona's heart pounded as she waded through the dark forest, moonlight casting eerie shadows on the twisted branches above. The sinister trees seemed to reach for her, their gnarled limbs threatening to snatch her away from her desperate search for Joslyn. The air was heavy with dread and fear; it clung to her like a cold, damp shroud.

"Joslyn!" Fiona called out, her voice trembling. "Where are you?"

Her legs felt like lead weights, but she forced herself to move forward, driven by an unrelenting anxiety that tightened its grip around her chest with every step. The forest seemed to go on forever, each tree mocking her attempts to find her sister.

"Please, Joslyn... answer me," Fiona whispered, tears streaming down her face. She tried to run, but the ground felt like it was shifting beneath her feet, sinking her deeper into the dark abyss.

As she stumbled through the underbrush, a chilling smell assaulted her senses – the inescapable stench of death. She gagged and covered her mouth with her hand, panic rising like bile in her throat.

"Joslyn, please don't be dead," she said, her mind racing with horrifying possibilities. "I have to find you. I can't lose you again."

Fiona's breath came in ragged gasps, her lungs burning as she pushed herself to keep going. The oppressive darkness weighed heavily on her, threatening to consume her entirely. And still, she searched, determined to find her sister amidst the seemingly endless nightmare.

But the forest went on and on, and the smell of death grew stronger with each passing moment. It surrounded her, suffocating her, taunting her with the possibility that she might be too late. Despair threatened to overtake her, but she refused to give up.

"Joslyn!" Fiona screamed one last time, her voice cracking under the strain. "Please, just let me find you!"

As the words echoed through the dark forest, she could only pray that it wasn't too late to save her sister from the same gruesome fate as their victims.

Just as hopelessness threatened to overtake her, Fiona tripped over something lying on the ground. She hit the moist earth with a thud, pain shooting through her as she scrambled to regain her footing. Glancing down, her heart leaped into her throat at the sight of insects crawling up her legs. 

"Get off!" she screeched, frantically swiping and shaking her limbs. The sensation of their tiny legs clinging to her skin sent shivers down her spine. With one last desperate attempt, she managed to remove the last of them and took off running once more.

"Joslyn!" she cried out again, her voice ragged and hoarse. "Where are you?"

Her sister's name echoed eerily through the dark forest, the silence that followed only amplifying her fear. But then, through the twisted maze of trees and shadows, she saw her—Joslyn, standing there, bathed in a sliver of moonlight.

"Joslyn!" Fiona shouted, tears streaming down her face as she ran towards her sister. "I found you!"

As she drew closer, Joslyn slowly turned to face her. But the relief Fiona felt quickly turned to horror as she realized that her sister wasn't alive at all. Her skin was riddled with decay, corpse fauna feasting on her flesh. Fiona could hear the sickening sound of bugs burrowing beneath her sister's skin, consuming her from the inside out.

"Jos... Joslyn, no," Fiona whispered, her voice trembling. "This can't be happening."

"Help me, Fiona," Joslyn murmured weakly, her voice barely audible. "It hurts."

Fiona wanted to reach out, to embrace her sister and somehow make everything okay. But terror held her back, keeping her rooted to the spot. The gruesome sight before her was almost too much to bear, a grotesque reflection of the very same insects she had analyzed on their victims just days before.

"Joslyn, I'm so sorry," Fiona choked out, her heart breaking as she watched her sister's body disintegrate. "I wish I could do something."

Fiona's eyes snapped open, her heart pounding as she gasped for breath. The room around her swam into focus, the pale morning light filtering through the curtains and casting a warm glow on the walls. She was no longer in that dark, twisted forest; she was back in Jake's bedroom, safe and sound.

"Thank God," she whispered, her voice hoarse and shaky. It had just been a dream—a horrible, gut-wrenching nightmare. Fiona glanced over at Jake, who lay beside her, his brown hair tousled and his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. He looked so peaceful, completely oblivious to the turmoil raging inside her.

"Joslyn," Fiona murmured, her sister's image still fresh in her mind. But it wasn't the vibrant, laughing Joslyn she remembered—it was the decaying husk of her sister, her body consumed by those insidious insects. The same insects she'd studied on their victims only yesterday.

As relief washed over her, Fiona couldn't help but dwell on the eerie similarities between her dream and the case they were working on. The two murder victims they'd discovered had been far more decomposed than they should have been, given how recently they'd died. And the cause of their accelerated decay? Corpse fauna. Just like in her dream.

"Jake," Fiona whispered, nudging him gently with her elbow. "Wake up."

He groaned and shifted away from her, pulling the covers up over his head. "Five more minutes," he mumbled sleepily.

"Jake, please," Fiona insisted, her voice tinged with urgency. "I need to talk to you about something."

"Fine," he grumbled, reluctantly opening one eye and squinting at her. "What's got you so worked up?"

"Those insects we found on the bodies yesterday," she began, her words tumbling out in a rush. "I had this dream, and—"

"Wait," Jake interrupted, rubbing his eyes. "You're waking me up to talk about bugs?”

"Jake, just hear me out," Fiona pleaded. "In my dream, I saw Joslyn. She was... dead, but she wasn't just dead. She was decomposing like the victims we found, eaten by those same insects."

"Sounds like a nightmare," he said, concern creasing his brow. "But what does that have to do with our case?"

"Maybe nothing," Fiona admitted, her fingers twisting nervously in the sheets. "But it got me thinking: why would our killer want the bodies to decompose so quickly? It didn't make sense at first, but now... what if it's symbolic?"

"Symbolic how?" Jake asked, finally sitting up and giving her his full attention.

Fiona hesitated for a moment before answering, her thoughts racing as she tried to piece together the puzzle. "I'm not sure yet," she confessed. "But we need to look into it. There has to be some connection, some reason the killer is using these insects to speed up the decomposition process. It wasn’t like he was trying hard to hide the bodies, so that tells me that wasn’t his motivation. What if the corpse fauna were put there intentionally? What if the killer planted them to speed up the decomposition process?"

"Intentionally?" Jake repeated, sitting up with a start. "That's... that's actually a possibility. We need to get to the lab and look into this."

"Exactly," Fiona agreed, already slipping out of bed and hurriedly pulling on her clothes.

 

***

 

The sterile white walls of the lab seemed to close in around Fiona as she and Jake stood over the secure containers holding the samples of corpse fauna they had extracted from the victims. In the harsh light of the laboratory, the insects appeared even more sinister, a chilling reminder of the gruesome scene they had discovered just days earlier.

"Alright," Jake said, breaking the silence that had fallen between them. "Let's go over what we know so far. The victims were heavily decomposed, even though they'd only been dead for two weeks at most. And now we suspect that someone intentionally placed these bugs on the bodies to speed up the process."

"Right," Fiona confirmed, her eyes scanning the containers intently. "It's an unusual technique, but it could be the key to understanding our killer's motives."

"Have you ever come across anything like this before?" Jake asked, watching her closely.

"Never," Fiona admitted, her fingers tapping restlessly on the table. "But it's possible that there have been other cases out there with similar MOs. We just haven't connected the dots yet."

In her mind, she could see the insects crawling over Joslyn's lifeless body, a sickening blend of reality and nightmare. She shook her head, trying to clear the image from her thoughts. This wasn't about her sister; this was about finding justice for those who had lost their lives at the hands of a twisted killer.

"Let's start by analyzing the samples," she suggested, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside her. "We need to determine if these were native to the area where the bodies were found or if they were brought in from somewhere else."

"Good idea," Jake agreed, nodding as he donned a pair of latex gloves. "If we can trace the origin of the insects, it might give us a lead on our suspect."

With a deep breath, Fiona carefully opened one of the containers holding the corpse fauna samples. The insects crawled around inside, seemingly undisturbed by their new environment. She couldn't help but admire the efficiency with which they carried out their grim task; they were nature's ultimate recyclers.

"Ugh," Jake muttered, grimacing as he peered over her shoulder. "I still don't get how you can be so into these things. They're disgusting."

Fiona smirked, playfully elbowing him in the ribs. "They're fascinating, Jake. They're an essential part of our ecosystem. You've just got to look past the ick factor."

"Easy for you to say," he grumbled, taking a reluctant step back from the container. "You're not the one who almost threw up at the crime scene."

"True," she conceded, her focus already shifting back to the specimens. As she examined each sample under her microscope, she made meticulous notes on her findings. The same species appeared on both Nadine and Harry's bodies: blow flies, flesh flies, carrion beetles, and rove beetles. 

It seemed too coincidental for this to have occurred naturally and so quickly.

"Jake, I think we've got something," she said excitedly, beckoning him closer. "The species found on both bodies are identical. This supports my theory that the killer planted them there intentionally to accelerate decomposition."

He leaned in, his face a mixture of fascination and revulsion. "So, what does this mean? Why would the killer do this if it wasn’t to hide evidence?” 

Fiona pursed her lips, deep in thought. "There could be several reasons. Maybe they wanted to make it harder for us to determine the time of death. Or perhaps there's a more symbolic meaning behind it. We'll need to keep digging."

Fiona stared at the sterile, white lab wall, her brow furrowed in concentration. The lingering scent of formaldehyde mixed with the faint hum of the fluorescent lights above them, creating an atmosphere that should have been calming but instead only fueled her frustration. She couldn't shake the nagging question that tugged at her mind: why? Why would the killer go through such lengths to accelerate decomposition, yet leave the bodies so easily discovered?

"Jake," she began, turning to face her partner, "think about it. If the killer wanted to obscure evidence by speeding up decomposition, why not just better conceal the bodies? They didn't even bother to hide the victims' IDs." Her voice trailed off, the weight of her own words settling heavily on her shoulders.

"Good point," Jake agreed, rubbing the back of his neck as he pondered the situation. "Maybe there's something we're missing."

Fiona's heart pounded in her chest, a mixture of excitement and dread coursing through her. Was she on the verge of unraveling the mystery behind these gruesome crimes? Or was she simply grasping at straws? There was only one way to find out.

"Let's hit the books," she declared, determination igniting within her. "If there's meaning behind these insects, we'll uncover it."

As they delved further into their research, Fiona felt both invigorated and haunted by the possibilities. Each new piece of information brought them closer to understanding the killer's twisted psyche, yet simultaneously reminded her of the horrors that had befallen Nadine and Harry.

And with that, Fiona and Jake continued their pursuit of the truth, fueled by the knowledge that every moment counted in their race against time – and the killer's next move.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The scent of freshly brewed coffee hung heavily in the air as Fiona and Jake settled into their chairs in the dimly-lit briefing room. The first rays of morning light peeked through the blinds, casting a warm glow on the table between them. Fiona sipped her coffee, feeling the steam rise up against her face while she stared at her laptop screen.

"Okay," she said, wiping her hands on her jeans. "Let's see if we can find any symbolism behind forcing a body to decompose faster than it normally would."

"Right," Jake agreed, his fingers tapping rhythmically on the keyboard. "I'll look into cultural practices and mythology that might be relevant."

As they worked, the room was filled with the sounds of clicking keys, the occasional slurp of coffee, and the low hum of the air conditioner kicking in. Fiona's eyes scanned the screen, absorbing article after article, but nothing seemed to fit. She frowned, frustration building within her.

"Anything?" Jake asked, glancing over at her.

"Nothing really solid yet," she admitted, rubbing her temples. "I've found some links to mummification and ancient civilizations that revered decay, but I'm not sure how relevant it is to our case."

"Interesting, though," Jake commented, leaning back in his chair and sipping his own coffee. "What do you have?"

Fiona hesitated for a moment, then clicked on an article about an Egyptian practice that involved removing organs and treating the body with preservatives before burial. "Well, there's this process of mummification from ancient Egypt. They used natron, a type of salt, to dry out the body and prevent decay. But that's almost the opposite of what we're dealing with."

"True," Jake replied thoughtfully. "But maybe our killer is fascinated by the idea of rapid decomposition as a sort of desecration, a way to destroy the sanctity of the body."

"Could be," Fiona mused, her fingers tapping on the edge of her laptop. "I also found some references to cultures that left bodies out in the open to be consumed by nature – like the Tibetan sky burials or the Zoroastrian Towers of Silence. But again, our killer isn't leaving the victims out in the open; they're just accelerating the decomposition process, concealed by the forest.”

"Still," Jake said, leaning forward and resting his chin on his hand, "it's worth considering that this might be some kind of twisted homage to those practices, or an attempt to create his own version of them."

"Maybe," Fiona agreed quietly, feeling a shiver run down her spine. There was something undeniably chilling about the idea of a killer who reveled in the destruction of the human form, who sought to erase any trace of life from his victims. "Jake," she said, setting her mug down and crossing her arms. "I'm not sure I see a connection to ancient civilizations either, but we can't ignore the possibility." Her brow furrowed in frustration, knowing they needed more solid leads.

"Agreed," Jake replied, his fingers flying over the keyboard as he searched for any possible connections. "But right now, I want to figure out who might have access to these insects. That could give us a clearer link to our killer."

"Good idea," Fiona murmured, pushing her chair back and walking over to stand behind Jake. As she peered over his shoulder at the screen, her mind raced with possibilities. "You know, someone who works with organic material decomposition might keep those types of bugs around..."

"Like a composting facility or something?" Jake asked, his eyes widening at the suggestion.

"Exactly." Fiona nodded, feeling a thrill of excitement at the prospect of uncovering a new lead. "Or even a place that deals with mulching or recycling organic waste."

Jake's fingers danced across the keys once more, diving into the world of facilities that handled organic material breakdown. Fiona held her breath, hoping that they'd find something – anything – that could help them catch the person responsible for the gruesome murders.

Fiona's gaze locked onto the screen, her eyes narrowed as she watched Jake skim through the search results. The hum of the computer and the rhythmic sound of Jake's breathing filled the room, creating an atmosphere of intense focus.

"Hey, look at this," Jake said suddenly, his voice low but excited. He clicked on a link, which led to a cryptic ad for an insect farm. "They raise and sell insects like the ones we found on the victims – blow flies, flesh flies, carrion beetles, and rove beetles."

"Interesting," Fiona mused, her mind racing with the possibilities. "But there's no website or phone number. Just this ad. It's... odd."

"Definitely. Let's see if we can find out more about the person who posted it," Jake suggested, clicking on the user's profile. As the information loaded, Fiona felt a shiver run down her spine, a mixture of anticipation and dread. "Darrell Sloane," Jake read aloud, his tone flat as he absorbed the information on the screen. "That's the name of the person who posted the ad."

Fiona clenched her fists at her sides, her nails digging into her palms as she tried to quell her frustration. They were so close – she could feel it – but they still had no concrete evidence to act on. She knew better than anyone that time was running out, and the thought of the killer striking again weighed heavily on her shoulders.

The room was tense, the air thick with anticipation as Jake pulled up Darrell Sloane's FBI file. Fiona stood behind him, her heart racing in her chest as she leaned forward, her eyes glued to the computer screen. She could feel the weight of the case pressing down on her, the need for answers more urgent than ever.

"Got him," Jake muttered, his voice tight. "Darrell Sloane, age 45, has a record for hunting in an illegal area."

"Really?" Fiona's eyes widened, her mind racing at the implications. "What exactly did he do?"

"According to this," Jake said, scrolling through the file, "he was charged with hunting deer in a protected area where people hike. He claimed it was for his business, though."

"His business?" Fiona frowned, trying to make sense of it all. "So he hunts animals illegally to... what? Feed his supply of insects?"

"Seems like it." Jake nodded, his brow furrowed in concentration. "If he needs a constant supply of fresh carcasses for those insects he sells, then hunting in protected areas might give him easier access to prey."

Fiona felt a cold shiver run down her spine as she considered the possibility. The idea that someone would go to such lengths to obtain food for their creepy-crawlies was unsettling, to say the least. But it also raised a bigger question: Was Darrell Sloane just an unscrupulous businessman, or was he capable of something far worse?

Fiona watched Jake's expression change as he scrolled down the screen, his brows furrowing and his eyes widening in surprise. The tension in the room seemed to thicken, making it difficult for her to breathe. She leaned closer, curiosity getting the better of her.

"Jake, what is it? What did you find?" she asked, her voice laced with urgency.

He looked up at her, his eyes filled with disbelief. "This protected area where Darrell was caught hunting... it's the same forest where Nadine and Harry were found dead."

Fiona felt a chill run down her spine, as if an icy finger had traced a path along her vertebrae. She bit her lip, trying to suppress the surge of fear that threatened to overwhelm her. 

This couldn't be a coincidence, could it?


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

The morning chill sent a shiver down Lacy's spine as she trudged through the damp underbrush, her breath visible in the cool air. She glanced around at Chris's friends from the force, noting the determined expressions on their faces. Though she knew them well, they'd never seemed more like strangers than at this moment. Her heart raced with each step, fear and worry gnawing at her insides.

"Chris said he got a call last night," Lacy murmured to herself, remembering the hurried conversation they'd had before he left. "He said it was something about the woods... But why would he come out here alone?"

"Hey Lacy," called out Officer Jenkins, one of Chris's closest friends. "You holding up okay?"

"Y-yeah," she hesitated, wiping a stray tear from her cheek. "I just don't understand what could have happened. He's never been gone this long without checking in."

"Off the books..." muttered Officer Ramirez, shaking his head. "That ain't like Chris at all. He's always been by the book."

"Something's wrong," Lacy whispered, her voice wavering. "I know it."

"Alright, let's split up," suggested Jenkins. "We'll cover more ground that way. Just make sure to stay within earshot, alright?"

Lacy nodded, her chest tightening with each passing second. As they spread out, she couldn't help but feel an overwhelming sense of dread wash over her. The woods had never felt so ominous; the shadows cast by the trees seemed to stretch on for miles, swallowing any trace of warmth or hope.

"Chris!" she called out, her voice barely audible amidst the rustling leaves and creaking branches. "Where are you?"

She paused, straining her ears for any hint of a response, but all that greeted her was silence. The weight of her concern threatened to suffocate her, but she forced herself to push onward, determined to find her husband and bring him home. No matter what it took.

"Chris!" she called again, her voice cracking with desperation. "Please... answer me."

As Lacy continued deeper into the woods, her thoughts raced back to their life together - the laughter, the love, the countless memories they'd shared. She couldn't fathom a world without Chris in it, and the prospect of facing that reality terrified her more than anything else.

A gust of wind rustled the leaves, causing Lacy to shiver as she trudged deeper into the woods. She tried to keep pace with Officer Jenkins, her eyes scanning the forest floor for any sign of Chris. The trees seemed to close in around them, their twisted limbs reaching out like gnarled fingers.

"Chris!" Officer Jenkins called out, his voice echoing through the dense foliage. He shot Lacy a concerned glance. "Don't worry, we'll find him."

"Thanks," Lacy muttered, wiping away a tear that threatened to fall. She knew Chris wasn't an outdoorsy person - he preferred the comfort of their home and the warmth of her embrace. The thought of him alone in these woods sent a chill down her spine.

"Hey, Lacy," Officer Thompson interjected, sidling up beside her. "I don't want to sound insensitive, but... do you think it's possible Chris was just having an affair? Maybe he snuck off with another woman and hasn't realized we're all looking for him."

Lacy clenched her fists, anger boiling inside her. "No. Chris loves me, and I trust him completely. Something is wrong." She turned away from Thompson, her jaw set in determination.

"Alright, alright," Thompson conceded, raising his hands defensively. "Just a thought."

As they continued their search, Lacy's mind swirled with images of Chris - his warm smile, the way he held her close on cold nights. If only he were here now, she thought, her heart aching with longing.

"Wait!" Lacy suddenly shouted, spotting something in the distance. Her pulse quickened as she sprinted towards the object, her fear momentarily forgotten.

"Slow down!" Officer Davis yelled after her, worry etched across his face as he followed closely behind.

But Lacy couldn't slow down - not when she felt so close to finding the answers that haunted her every step.

Lacy's eyes locked on the flashlight partially hidden by the undergrowth, her heart pounding in her chest. "There!" she exclaimed, pointing at it. The officers exchanged glances before following her as she hurried over.

"Chris's flashlight... He bought it on our first camping trip," she muttered, clutching the cold metal tightly in her hand. Panic bubbled within her, causing her hands to tremble. She barely registered Officer Thompson's comforting hand on her shoulder as she took a deep breath, steeling herself.

"Let's keep moving," Lacy urged, her voice wavering. The group pressed forward, their footfalls muffled by the damp earth. Lacy's mind raced with worst-case scenarios, each more horrifying than the last. Chris was her rock, her everything; she couldn't lose him.

"Over there..." Officer Davis whispered, his voice strained. Lacy followed his gaze and caught sight of a body lying motionless on the ground. Her blood ran cold, and she felt as if her legs would give out beneath her. With each step closer to the figure, her fear intensified.

"Please, no," Lacy murmured, tears welling up in her eyes. As they reached the body, she let out a choked sob. It was Chris - his uniform torn and dirtied, insects crawling all over his arms, feasting on his flesh. He looked as if he'd been lying there for days, decomposition setting in.

"Chris!" Lacy cried out, collapsing to her knees beside him. She reached out to touch him, but Officer Thompson gently held her back.

"Wait, Lacy," he warned, his voice thick with emotion. "We need to preserve the scene."

"Damn the scene!" Lacy screamed, her grief overwhelming her. "That's my husband!"

"Listen to me, Lacy," Officer Davis pleaded, kneeling down beside her. "We're going to find out what happened, but we have to do this right. For Chris."

Lacy's sobs echoed through the trees as she nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her heart was shattered, her world upended. But she knew that for Chris's sake, she had to stay strong and see this through to the bitter end.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

The sun was high in the sky, casting a warm glow on the outskirts of town as Fiona and Jake approached Darrell Sloane's insect farm. Fiona's heart raced, her palms clammy with a mix of anticipation and anxiety. It wasn't every day that an entomologist had the chance to visit a farm like this, but she had to remind herself that they weren't here for academic pursuits; they were here to catch a killer.

"Remember, Fiona," Jake said quietly, sensing her unease. "We stick together, and we stay focused."

Fiona nodded, swallowing hard. She knew he was right. Darrell Sloane was their number one suspect, considering they were looking for someone who had access to corpse fauna. The fact that he had been charged for illegally hunting in the same forest where the two victims were found just added to their suspicions.

As they walked up the gravel driveway, Fiona took in the surroundings. The farm consisted of a small plot of land with a tiny, weathered house and a long outbuilding behind it, likely where Darrell farmed the insects. Her inner entomologist couldn't help but be intrigued by the thought of seeing the setup up close, but she quickly pushed those thoughts aside. This wasn't about indulging her scientific curiosity; lives were at stake.

Jake's face contorted as the buzzing of insects grew louder, his nose wrinkling in distaste. Fiona could tell her partner was struggling to keep his composure, knowing full well that he had never been able to stomach creepy-crawlies.

"Are you going to be alright?" she asked, concerned.

"I'll manage," Jake grumbled, swallowing hard.

Fiona patted him on the back sympathetically and turned her attention back to their surroundings. The sun cast long shadows across the ground, highlighting every blade of grass and weed that surrounded the tiny house and long outbuilding. The hum of insect wings filled the air, creating an eerie undercurrent beneath the rustling leaves of nearby trees.

As they neared the house, the door swung open, revealing a man who couldn't have been Darrell Sloane. He appeared much younger than the man in the mugshot they'd seen, with shaggy brown hair and a scruffy beard. Fiona sensed Jake tensing up beside her, preparing for the unexpected.

"Um, hi there," the young man said hesitantly, eyeing the two agents warily. "Can I help you with something?"

"Actually," Jake began, trying to sound casual despite his discomfort, "we were hoping to speak with Darrell Sloane."

"Ah, I see," the man replied, scratching his head nervously. "Well, I'm his assistant, Joey. Is there something I can do for you?"

Fiona observed Joey closely, searching for any signs of deception. Was he covering for Darrell or genuinely unaware of his boss's potential involvement in the murders? She shared a glance with Jake, reading the same uncertainty in his eyes.

"Would you mind fetching Darrell for us?" Fiona asked, her tone polite but firm. "We really need to speak with him directly."

Jake asked, revealing his badge from under his jacket. "I'm Agent Jake Tucker, and this is my partner, Fiona Red. We're with the FBI."

Joey's eyes widened as he took in the badges, and Fiona noticed the way his gaze flicked between her and Jake, a hint of unease settling on his features. "Is there... something wrong?"

"Nothing for you to worry about," Jake said smoothly, stepping forward to stand beside his partner. "We just need to have a word with Darrell. Is he around?"

"Um, yeah," Joey swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing as he glanced back at the house. "He's inside. I can go get him for you."

"Thank you," Fiona nodded, watching as Joey disappeared into the tiny house, leaving the door open behind him. The tension in the air hung heavy, thick like the humidity that clung to their skin in the late-morning heat. She turned to Jake, who looked as if he were trying to contain his discomfort around the insects.

What are we getting ourselves into? Fiona wondered, tightening her grip on the strap of her bag. She could feel the weight of the evidence they'd collected so far – the photographs, the witness statements, the connections to Darrell Sloane – pressing down on her shoulders, making it difficult to breathe.

As they waited for Joey to return with Darrell, Fiona couldn't help but glance around the property once more, taking in the long building out back where the insects were presumably kept. A shiver ran down her spine as she thought about what might be hidden inside – both the thousands of bugs and any secrets Darrell might be keeping.

Fiona's heart raced as a sudden chill crawled up her spine. Something wasn't right. Her instincts screamed at her, urging her to pay attention. She glanced around the property, searching for any signs of danger.

"Jake," she whispered, gripping his arm tightly. "I heard something."

He immediately tensed, eyes darting toward the source of the noise. "Where?"

"Out back," she pointed, catching sight of a man sprinting toward one of the buildings. "There! It's Darrell, he's running!"

"Damn it!" Jake cursed under his breath. "Let's go!"

They took off in pursuit, the sound of their footsteps pounding against the ground echoing in their ears. Fiona's heart thundered in her chest, adrenaline fueling her as they chased after their suspect.

"Stop, Darrell!" Jake yelled, but the fleeing man showed no signs of slowing down.

As they burst into the insect farm, the air became thick with the hum of countless wings and the pungent scent of damp earth. The warehouse-like space was filled with large habitats, each housing thousands of insects that skittered and buzzed within their confines.

As Fiona navigated through the labyrinth of insect habitats, she tried not to think about the creatures crawling mere inches away from her. Instead, she focused on the task at hand – finding Darrell and uncovering the truth.

Fiona's breath caught in her throat as she spotted Darrell disappearing through a door on the other side of the building. She exchanged a brief glance with Jake, who nodded grimly. They sprinted after him, the air around them thick with the low buzz of insects and the smell of decay.

"Where'd he go?!" Fiona shouted, her voice strained with effort.

"Out back!" Jake called out before they burst through the door, hot on Darrell's heels.

The blinding sunlight hit them both as they emerged from the insect farm, blinking away the spots that danced in their vision. Fiona squinted, scanning the area for any sign of their suspect. Her heart sank as she saw Darrell racing towards a tractor parked nearby, his movements frantic and desperate.

"Damn it," she muttered under her breath, pushing herself harder to close the distance between them.

"Darrell, don't make this worse! Stop now!" Jake yelled, but the man paid no heed, scrambling onto the tractor with surprising agility for someone his size.

"Jake, we can't let him get away!" Fiona said, panic creeping into her voice as she ran alongside her partner.

"I know, I know," he replied, his eyes narrowing in determination.

As Darrell started up the engine of the tractor, an earth-shaking rumble filled the air. He shifted gears and began to speed off, leaving deep tire tracks in the muddy ground behind him.

"Enough!" Jake shouted, pulling his gun from its holster and taking aim at the fleeing tractor. His hands were steady despite the chaos around them, a testament to his years of experience as an agent.

Time seemed to slow down as Jake squeezed the trigger, the gunshot echoing across the open space. With uncanny precision, the bullet struck one of the tractor's large wheels, tearing through the rubber and causing it to deflate with a loud hiss. The tractor slowed to a crawl, sinking into the ground as the weight of the massive machine overwhelmed its crippled wheel.

"Hands up, Darrell!" Jake commanded, approaching the now-immobilized tractor with his gun still drawn.

Defeated, Darrell raised his hands in surrender, his face a mixture of fear and resignation. As Fiona caught her breath, she couldn't help but feel a strange sense of relief mixed with dread. They had captured their prime suspect, but somehow, she knew that this was only the beginning of a much more complex and twisted investigation.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The fluorescent lights above cast a harsh, clinical glow over the interrogation room. Jake watched Darrell Sloane closely as he sat shackled to the cold metal table, his filthy clothes and unkempt appearance making him look every bit the part of a twisted murderer. The stench of death clung to him, turning Jake's stomach and only fueling his determination to get to the truth.

"Okay, Darrell," Jake began, his voice steady despite the anger simmering beneath the surface. "Two people were found dead in the same forest you've been caught illegally hunting in. Both their bodies were covered with corpse fauna – the same kind you farm."

Darrell's eyes darted away, avoiding Jake's gaze. "I don't know what you're talking about," he muttered, his voice gruff and defensive.

"Cut the crap, Darrell!" Jake interjected sharply, patience running thin. "We have evidence linking you to these murders. You can either cooperate with us now, or this will get a whole lot worse for you."

Jake watched as Darrell's fists clenched under the table, his knuckles turning white from the pressure. The man was wound tight, like a coiled spring ready to snap at any moment.

"Look, it ain't me," Darrell growled, finally meeting Jake's eyes. "I don't know nothin' about no murders."

"Then how do you explain the victims being covered in your bugs?" Jake pressed, leaning in closer, trying to break through Darrell's stubborn defiance.

Jake slid a photo of Nadine Howe across the table, her lifeless eyes staring accusingly at Darrell. 

"How about her? Ever seen this woman before?" he asked, his tone icy and firm.

Darrell picked up the photo with dirty fingers, examining it closely. "No," he said flatly, dropping it back on the table as if it were trash. "Never laid eyes on her."

"Really?" Jake challenged, narrowing his eyes. "Because she was found in the same forest where you've been hunting illegally, covered in the very insects you farm." He leaned in closer, studying Darrell's reaction as Fiona watched from the sidelines, her gaze sharp and focused.

"Like I said, I don't know her," Darrell repeated, his voice strained but unyielding.

Unsatisfied, Jake produced another photograph, this time of Harry Green, an innocent hiker who had met a similarly gruesome end. "And how about him? Just a guy who enjoyed hiking. Struck from behind and left to die, with your bugs feasting on him."

He paused for a moment, letting the weight of the accusation hang in the air. 

"You're familiar with how corpse fauna can speed up the decomposition process, aren't you, Darrell?" Fiona asked.

Darrell's face reddened as he glanced at the picture, then back at Jake. His jaw clenched, but he maintained his denial. "I didn't kill these people. I just farm insects, that's all."

“And yet insects from your farm were on their bodies,” Jake said. 

Darrell's eyes narrowed as he leaned back in the metal chair, arms crossed defensively over his chest. "Look, I'm telling you, I never killed anyone. I only ever hunted in that forest because there were so many deer. I needed the corpses to feed my insects."

Jake exchanged a skeptical glance with Fiona, then turned back to Darrell. "You expect us to believe that? That it's just some sort of twisted coincidence?"

"Believe what you want," Darrell spat, a bitter edge creeping into his voice. "But I didn't do it."

Fiona studied Darrell closely, her analytical mind working overtime to parse out the truth from his words. Jake could tell she was as unconvinced as he was.

"Okay, let's say we entertain your version of events for a moment," Jake said, drumming his fingers on the table. "Do you have any idea who might be responsible for these killings, then?"

"I—" A flicker of realization passed over Darrell's face, and he hesitated. "Actually, you know what? There was something... odd that happened a couple weeks ago."

"Go on," Fiona prompted, leaning forward.

"Someone broke into my farm. Left the door wide open. It seemed like they'd stolen some things. I wasn't sure what exactly, but it was strange. People don't usually come around looking to steal from a place like mine, you know?" Darrell explained, his brow furrowed.

"Did you report this break-in?" Jake asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Didn't see the point, really. No security cameras, no witnesses." Darrell shrugged. "But now that you mention it, if someone is planting corpse fauna on those bodies… it could be the same person who broke into my farm."

Jake could see the gears turning in Fiona's mind as she considered this new information. Was it possible that they were on the wrong track with Darrell? That someone else was behind these grisly murders?

"Interesting," Fiona murmured, her fingers tapping against her lips in thought. "We'll have to look into that."

Jake hesitated, still not entirely sold on Darrell's innocence, but he knew they couldn't dismiss this lead out of hand. He sighed and gave a curt nod. "Fine. We'll look into it. But don't think for a second that we're done with you, Darrell. If you're lying to us…"

"Trust me, I'm not," Darrell interrupted, his gaze steely and resolute. "I just want to get back to my farm and my insects. They're my life, not some sick game with human lives."

"Alright, Darrell," Jake said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. "Let's say we entertain the idea that someone broke into your farm and is now using what they stole to commit these murders. Where were you two weeks ago, on the dates when the victims were last seen alive?"

Darrell scratched at the stubble on his chin, squinting as if trying to recall the specifics. "I was out of town at an insect convention around that time. I can prove it with receipts of where I fueled up my car and all that."

"An insect convention?" Fiona echoed, her eyes narrowing.

"Entomologists and insect enthusiasts gather to share knowledge, trade specimens, and discuss innovations in the field," Darrell explained, a hint of pride creeping into his voice. "It's a big deal for people like me."

Obviously, Fiona knew this and was an entomologist, but Jake could see her holding in her desire to talk about it for now.

Jake studied Darrell's face, searching for any signs of deceit. The man seemed genuine enough, but there was something about his story that didn't sit right with him. Still, he couldn't dismiss this lead without proper investigation. He let out a slow breath, feeling the weight of responsibility settling on his shoulders.

"Fine," he conceded. "We'll look into your alibi. But don't think this gets you off the hook, Darrell. If we find anything that contradicts your story, you'll be the first to know."

"Fair enough," Darrell replied, his eyes locked onto Jake's. "But I'm telling you, I had nothing to do with those murders."

“We’ll see about that,” Jake said.

 

***

 

The atmosphere in the briefing room hung heavy with frustration and disappointment, a stark contrast to the bright sun that streamed through the window. Jake slumped in his chair, his fingers tapping impatiently on the table as he stared at the case files spread out before him. The hard evidence of Darrell's alibi had been undeniable; their number one suspect was no longer a viable lead.

"Damn it," he muttered, raking a hand through his hair. "I really thought we had him. He fit the profile so well."

Fiona leaned against the wall, her arms crossed and her brow furrowed in thought. "His alibi checked out, Jake. We can't ignore that just because we don't like it."

"I know," he sighed, feeling the weight of their responsibility to bring justice for the victims bearing down on him. "I just hate the thought of starting over from scratch."

"Look on the bright side," Fiona offered, trying to lift her partner's spirits. "At least now we have a new angle to pursue."

"Right," Jake nodded, forcing himself to focus on the task at hand. "The break-in at Darrell's farm. Whoever did that might be our killer."

"Exactly." Fiona pushed away from the wall and approached the table, her gaze scanning the photographs of the crime scenes. "If someone went to the trouble of stealing corpse fauna, it means they knew how to use them effectively. And that's not something your average criminal would know."

"Good point," Jake agreed, his mind racing with possibilities. "So, we need to find people with knowledge about insects and access to them, who might have a motive for these killings."

Jake's phone buzzed on the table, causing both agents to jump. The screen displayed Chief Whittaker's name, and Jake's stomach tightened with a sudden sense of dread. He picked up the phone and answered, trying to keep his voice steady.

"Chief, what's going on?"

"Jake, we've got another one," Chief Whittaker said gravely, his voice heavy with the burden of delivering bad news. "Another victim found in the same area as the others."


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Fiona shivered, pulling her jacket tighter around her as the chill of the September air nipped at her skin. The sun filtered through the trees, casting shadows on the forest floor. Despite the beauty of the woods surrounding her, her chest tightened with anxiety, fearful of what lay ahead.

Officer Hernandez led the way, his boots crunching through the fallen leaves. Fiona tried to calm her racing heart by focusing on the sound, but the dread continued to build.

"Here we are," Hernandez announced, his voice soft and solemn, stopping at the edge of a small clearing.

The sight that greeted Fiona was one she had feared – another victim. A man's lifeless body lay crumpled on the ground, still dressed in his police officer uniform. His flesh was pink, but fresh corpse fauna crawled all over him, a macabre dance of death. Fiona swallowed hard, her stomach churning.

"Same pattern," Jake muttered, crouching beside the body. "Hit from behind with a blunt object, then covered with those bugs to speed up decomposition."

"Definitely our killer's work," Fiona agreed, her voice barely audible as she fought back the bile rising in her throat. In her mind, she knew it was important to examine the scene thoroughly, but her heart ached for the man who had met such a brutal end. She took a deep breath before stepping forward, knowing that she couldn't let her emotions interfere with the investigation. It was crucial they find the connection between these victims and stop the murderer before anyone else suffered the same fate.

Fiona stared at the body, trying to comprehend the man's fate. Officer Hernandez hesitated before speaking, his eyes clouded with pain. "This is Chris Pinter," he said, voice barely above a whisper. "He was one of us—a good cop, well-respected."

"Damn," Jake muttered under his breath, rubbing the back of his neck. "I'm so sorry, Hernandez." 

Fiona echoed Jake's sentiment, her heart heavy in her chest.

"Did you know him personally?" Jake asked gently.

Hernandez nodded, swallowing hard. "Yeah, we worked together for years. He was a good friend."

"Can you tell us what happened?" Fiona inquired, her voice soft and sympathetic.

"His wife, Lacy, called us this morning. She was worried sick—said Chris didn't come home last night after going out on a call," Hernandez explained, running a hand through his hair. "The thing is, none of us knew about that call. It wasn't on the books."

Jake frowned, considering the information. "So, someone lured him here?"

"Looks that way," Hernandez agreed. "A few officers came out to search this morning when we found...this." He gestured to the grisly scene before them.

Fiona's mind raced, thoughts tumbling over each other as she tried to piece together the puzzle. Who could have made that call? And why target Chris? The killer was growing bolder, reaching further into their lives. These were not crimes of opportunity, Fiona was sure of it—these people were targeted. The question was: Why?

"Chris had given his number to people in need so they could reach out to him personally," Hernandez continued. "It's possible his contact info is floating around out there. Anyone could've made that call."

The warm September sun filtered through the trees as they stood in the quiet forest, casting dappled light onto Chris's lifeless form. The air was still but for the occasional rustle of leaves, carrying a slight chill that nibbled at Fiona's exposed skin. She breathed in deeply, trying to steady herself against the gnawing anxiety that clawed at her insides. Another victim, another life taken too soon—and by someone who knew their jobs all too well.

"Any luck tracing that call?" Jake asked, his voice low and tense, cutting through the uneasy silence.

"Nothing yet," Hernandez replied, frustration evident in his tone. "We're working on accessing his phone records. According to Lacy, it was a personal call, but anonymous."

"Anonymous?" Fiona echoed, her brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of it. Why would Chris respond to a call from an unknown number?

"Chris had a habit of giving out his number to people in need," Hernandez explained. "He wanted them to be able to reach out directly if necessary. It's possible his contact information is floating around out there."

"Anyone could've made the call," Jake concluded, his jaw tightening. Fiona could see the wheels turning in his head as he tried to make sense of the situation, just as she was.

"Let me take a closer look at the body," Fiona said, her voice barely more than a whisper. Her heart hammered in her chest, but she knew she needed to do this. It was her expertise, after all.

As she approached Chris's body, the gruesome details came into sharp focus. His uniform was still neatly pressed despite the violence inflicted upon him, and his flesh was still pink, though corpse fauna crawled across him, hastening decomposition. Gritting her teeth against the nausea welling up inside her, Fiona carefully examined the insects.

"Same as the others," she murmured, feeling a chill that had nothing to do with the weather. "These bugs are identical to those found on the previous victims. They could've been stolen from the insect farm."

"Damn it," Jake muttered under his breath, running a hand through his dark hair. "We need to find this guy, Red. We can't let them keep doing this."

Fiona nodded, her pulse racing. Fiona and Jake stepped away from the gruesome scene, their breaths hanging in the chilly air as they spoke in hushed tones. Fiona's brow furrowed as she tried to piece together the puzzle laid out before them.

"Jake, don't you think it's strange that two of our victims were first responders?" She hesitated for a moment, her voice laced with uncertainty. "Nadine was an EMT and Chris a cop... But Harry was just a hiker and shop owner. He's the anomaly here."

Jake nodded slowly, his eyes darkening with resolve. "You're right. We need to dig deeper into Harry's background. There might be something we're missing."

A gust of wind rustled through the trees above them, sending a shiver down Fiona's spine. She couldn't shake the feeling that they were on the precipice of something significant—and terrifying.

 

***

 

Fiona's heart raced as she ascended the narrow staircase to Harry Green’s apartment behind Jake, each step creaking under their weight. She couldn't shake the feeling that they were onto something big, that Harry Green held the key to unlocking this twisted mystery. As they reached the top of the stairs, Fiona noticed the door to the apartment slightly ajar, light spilling out from the gap.

"Travis?" Jake called out tentatively, giving the door a gentle knock.

To their surprise, Travis appeared in the doorway almost immediately, his face etched with a mix of confusion and concern. "Oh, it's you two again," he said, his voice wavering slightly. "I wasn't expecting you back so soon."

"Can we come in?" Jake asked, his eyes scanning the dimly lit apartment behind Travis.

"Uh, sure," Travis replied, stepping aside to let them pass. "Please, make yourselves at home."

"Listen," Jake began, his tone gentle but firm, "we're still investigating Harry's death, and we think there might be something here that can help us. Would you mind if we looked around Harry’s bedroom?"

Travis hesitated, his gaze shifting between Fiona and Jake as if weighing his options. Finally, he sighed and nodded. "Yeah, alright," he said quietly. "Just... be careful with his things, okay?"

"Of course," Fiona promised, her voice soft but determined. "We'll treat everything with the utmost respect."

The late afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows, casting a warm glow over the worn wooden floorboards. Shadows danced along the walls as Travis led Fiona and Jake down the narrow hallway to Harry's room. The air was thick with the lingering scent of a home-cooked meal – a comforting aroma that seemed at odds with the tension hanging in the air.

"You know," Travis began, hesitating by the door to Harry's room, "I used to live with my girlfriend, but when we broke up, Harry let me move in here. He was a great brother." His voice wavered slightly, betraying the emotional weight of his words.

Fiona offered him a sympathetic smile, touched by the obvious love between the siblings. "It sounds like you two were really close."

"Yeah," Travis replied, his gaze distant as memories flickered behind his eyes. "We were."

As they entered Harry's room, Fiona couldn't help but notice how much it mirrored the rest of the apartment – simple and unassuming, yet filled with quiet personality. A neatly made bed took up one corner, an old-fashioned quilt draped across its surface. A sturdy oak desk stood against the opposite wall, scattered with pens and loose sheets of paper.

"Harry was always writing," Travis commented, watching as Fiona crossed the room to examine the desk. "He kept journals, wrote poetry... he was a very introspective guy."

"Is this one of his journals?" Fiona asked, her fingers brushing against the spine of a leather-bound book nestled amongst the clutter.

"I guess so," Travis admitted, stepping closer for a better look. "I've never seen it before, but it wouldn't surprise me if it is."

With a growing sense of anticipation, Fiona carefully opened the journal to a random page. As she scanned the neat, looping handwriting, her mind raced with possibilities. Fiona's fingers traced the edges of the worn journal pages, their texture soft like a whisper. She could almost hear Harry's voice as she read his words, and for a moment, she felt an odd connection to the man whose life had been cut tragically short. The room seemed to close in on her, and the scent of old paper and ink filled her nostrils. This was a part of Harry that few people would ever see – his innermost thoughts, fears, and struggles.

As she flipped through the journal, one entry caught her eye. The date was from a few years back, and the words conveyed a mix of fear and disbelief. "Travis," Fiona said, her voice wavering slightly, "listen to this. 'I found her in the woods today, cold and lifeless. I can't get her face out of my mind; it haunts me in the darkest hours of the night.'"

"Whoa," Travis murmured, leaning in to read over Fiona's shoulder. "That's... intense."

"Did something like this ever happen?" she asked, glancing at Travis with a furrowed brow.

"Actually, yeah," Travis said, his face paling. "Years ago, while I was living in another city, Harry discovered a woman's body while he was hiking. He... had nightmares about it for months afterward. I'd forgotten all about it until now."

"Could you tell us more?" Jake interjected, his eyes wide with curiosity. Fiona’s heart pounded with anticipation. It was haunting that Harry had discovered a woman’s body in the woods… considering he had also been found dead the same way.

"Sorry, I don't know much else," Travis replied, rubbing the back of his neck. "I wasn't around, and Harry didn't talk about it much. I just know it really shook him up.”

Fiona nodded, exchanging an intense look with Jake. They knew what they needed to do—find the police report about this incident. 

Maybe it was what would finally tie all of this together.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Back at the precinct, Fiona and Jake settled into the briefing room, their laptops open and ready for a deep dive. Fiona's fingers tapped an anxious rhythm on the edge of her laptop as she searched for more information about Harry's encounter in the woods.

"Anything yet?" Jake asked, his eyes scanning his own screen as he browsed through police records.

"Give me a sec," Fiona replied, her heart racing with anticipation. She knew they were onto something important – she could feel it in her bones.

Finally, she found what she was looking for: an incident report about Harry calling the police three years ago after discovering a woman's body in the woods. Her name was Matilda Black. Fiona furrowed her brow, trying to place why that name felt familiar. As she read further, her pulse quickened. 

The officer who'd first responded to the scene was none other than Chris Pinter, the latest murder victim.

"Jake," Fiona said, her voice barely above a whisper, "I found something."

"Show me," he replied, leaning over to look at her screen.

"Harry found this woman, Matilda Black, in the woods three years ago," Fiona explained, pointing to the incident report. "Chris Pinter was the responding officer."

"Whoa," Jake breathed, his face pale. "That can't be a coincidence."

"No, it can't," Fiona agreed, her thoughts racing. Why did the name Matilda Black feel so familiar? She racked her brain, searching for any connection that might help them understand the link between the victims.

They kept scrolling the report until Jake said, “Stop.” His brow furrowed as he read the report over her shoulder. "Look. Nadine Howe was an EMT on that case," he said, the shock evident in his voice. "She was there when they found Matilda Black's body."

Fiona's heart raced, her mind attempting to process the enormity of what they'd discovered. The connection between the victims was becoming clearer by the second. She needed to know more.

Fiona couldn't shake the nagging feeling that she knew more about the Matilda Black case than she could remember. Diving deeper into the report, she found a series of crime scene photos buried within the file. As she clicked through them, her hands began to tremble.

A rush of memories flooded back – the damp forest floor, the sickly sweet smell of decay, and the haunting sight of a lifeless body partially concealed by foliage. It was all too familiar. She had been there, called in by the FBI while still at Harvard, to help with this very case. Her expertise in entomology and forensics had provided invaluable assistance, ultimately leading to her full-time position after graduation.

However, it wasn’t exactly a happy memory. Fiona had uncovered as much evidence as she could—she had done her job by the books, and yet there was still a feeling inside her that there was something more to the case, something to be looked deeper into. The brother of the victim had believed her to be murdered, and Fiona had tried to talk to her superiors to get the case looked into further—but they hadn’t budged, and she was only a student.

It was that same gut feeling Fiona knew to trust now. She didn't recognize it back then, of course. But with all the evidence and the case closed, it had been ruled as an accident… nothing more.

"Jake," Fiona choked out, her voice barely audible. "This is the same case. I – I worked on it years ago."

He looked up from his laptop, concern etched on his face. "What do you mean?"

"During my time at Harvard, I helped the FBI investigate Matilda's death," she explained, her voice wavering. "I never realized... I didn't recognize the name until I saw these photos."

"Damn," Jake muttered, his eyes scanning the screen. 

Fiona leaned back in her chair, an uneasy knot forming in her stomach. She stared at the crime scene photos on the laptop screen before her, memories of her time working on Matilda Black's case threatening to overwhelm her. Her fingers absently tapped the table as she pondered the implications of this discovery.

"Red," Jake said, his voice low and cautious. "Talk to me. What are you thinking?"

She looked into his concerned eyes, feeling a rush of gratitude for his unwavering support. "I remember examining the corpse fauna on Matilda's body," she began, her voice distant as she recalled the details. "My professor supervised my work. We found no signs of foul play – just evidence of a tragic fall that resulted in a fatal head injury. I remember wanting to keep looking into it more in case we were wrong, but I was only a student… I had no say in the matter."

Jake frowned, his brow furrowed in thought. "So, if it was ruled an accident, why is someone targeting the first responders now? What's the connection?"

Fiona shook her head, unable to provide an answer. Her racing thoughts felt like a swarm of bees, buzzing incessantly and refusing to settle. "I don't know, Jake. It doesn't make sense."

"Maybe there's something we missed," Jake suggested, determination creeping into his tone. "Or maybe there's more to Matilda's story than we originally realized."

"Maybe," Fiona agreed, though doubt lingered in her voice. She couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing a crucial piece of information – something that would bring everything into focus.

Silence settled between them as they contemplated their next move. Fiona's gaze drifted back to the crime scene photos, her mind replaying the events of that fateful day. She remembered the damp earth beneath her knees as she carefully examined Matilda's remains, the pungent aroma of decay permeating the air around her.

Fiona couldn't help but feel a growing sense of unease. The sinister shadow of the past loomed over them, threatening to consume her once again. She just hoped that when the truth finally emerged, it wouldn't be too late.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

The sun was sinking lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the police precinct's parking lot. He sat in his car, idling near the entrance, his eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses as he stared at the building with intent. In his hands, he tightly gripped a photo of the other officer who had been first on the scene when Matilda died. He'd memorized the man's face and knew it was time to pay him a visit.

His heart thudded heavily in his chest – a mixture of excitement and fear that fueled his determination. As he waited, he couldn't help but dwell on Matilda, the one person he loved more than anything in this world. The pain of losing her still felt like a fresh wound, and the injustice of her death being labeled an accident gnawed at him incessantly.

"Damn them all," he muttered under his breath, clenching his jaw. "You deserved better, Matilda."

He glanced at the photo again, his anger intensifying. And then, out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a familiar figure stepping out of the precinct. A flash of red hair and glasses made his heart skip a beat, and he turned to look directly at her.

"Wait, that's... her," he whispered, recognition dawning as he recalled the student examiner who had been involved in Matilda's case. She was walking alongside a tall man with dark hair and eyes. They seemed deep in conversation, completely unaware of his presence.

A sudden rage bubbled inside him as he recalled how Fiona had helped rule Matilda’s death an accident. He would never forget the condescending way she dismissed his pleas for a more thorough investigation. How dare she walk away from Matilda, leaving her to rot in the woods, and then go on with her life as if nothing had happened?

The memory of their conversation haunted him, her face etched in his mind like a painful scar. He had desperately tried to convince her that Matilda's death couldn't have been an accident, but she had remained steadfast in her assessment.

"Please," he had begged her, voice trembling with emotion, "you have to take another look. I know Matilda – she wouldn't have just fallen like that."

Fiona had fixed him with a sympathetic gaze, her green eyes only adding insult to the injury. "I'm sorry," she had said, her tone gentle but firm. "But based on the evidence we have, it really does seem like an unfortunate accident."

He felt a surge of anger course through him as he recalled her words, the way she had so casually dismissed his concerns. His knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel, the urge to drive straight into Fiona becoming almost unbearable.

"Who are you working for now, Fiona?" he muttered under his breath, watching as she and her companion pulled away from the precinct. "The FBI?"

His heart pounded against his ribcage, fueled by a mixture of rage and adrenaline. It was clear that whatever case they were working on had brought her back here, but he couldn't shake the feeling that it was all somehow linked to Matilda's death. Could it be that Fiona Red was the one responsible for killing his Matilda and covering it up? As an expert in entomology and forensics, she would have been in a unique position to make it look like an accident.

The red taillights of their car seemed to mock him, reminding him of her fiery hair – a constant reminder of the woman who had dismissed his concerns about Matilda's death so easily. It fueled his anger even more, feeding into the notion that she had orchestrated everything from the beginning.

"Is this some sick game to you?" he muttered, his voice tinged with bitterness.

His decision cemented, he started his car and peeled out of the parking lot, hot on the trail of Fiona's vehicle. He knew that patience would be key, but he couldn't help feeling a thrill as he pursued her through the city streets.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

"Jake, could you turn up the heat?" Fiona asked, rubbing her arms in an attempt to ward off the chill that seemed to have settled deep within her bones. The late September afternoon outside was cool, but inside the car, it felt downright frigid.

"Of course," Jake replied, adjusting the temperature controls on the dashboard. "Is that better?"

"Much," she said with a grateful smile, feeling warmth finally begin to seep back into her extremities. She stared out the passenger window, watching the cityscape give way to the dense forest at the outskirts of town. They were headed to the spot where Matilda Black had been found dead three years ago, hoping to find some vital clue that would shed light on their current case.

Fiona stared out at the dense foliage that whipped past the car window, her fingers tapping an anxious rhythm on her thigh. The forest seemed to be closing in around them as they drove deeper into its heart, the shadows growing darker and more menacing.

"Hey," Jake said, breaking the silence. "You alright?"

"Y-yeah," Fiona stammered, forcing a shaky smile. "Just... I've been thinking about the details of Matilda's case, you know? I remember talking to her family after we'd concluded it was an accident. There was her brother -- Matt, or something like that. He didn't believe us when we told him it was an accident. It was hard to convince him."

"Maybe he had a reason not to believe it," Jake mused, his eyes scanning the road ahead. "He could be worth looking into."

"Maybe," Fiona agreed hesitantly. "But he was timid, almost meek. I don't see him as the type to suddenly start killing people. Though... the way the victims have been killed does seem somewhat cowardly. A sudden strike to the back of the head." She shook her head, conflicted. "I want to examine the scene of Matilda's death again before we jump to any conclusions."

"Fair enough," Jake said, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. "We're almost there."

Jake pulled up to a desolate parking lot at the edge of the forest, the sun sinking lower in the sky and casting long shadows across the ground. Fiona stepped out of the car, hugging herself as she surveyed their surroundings, feeling a chill from both the air and her growing anxiety.

"According to my GPS," Jake said, tapping his phone screen, "it's going to be a bit of a hike before we get to the scene." He glanced at Fiona, concern etched on his face. "You still up for this?"

Fiona nodded, determination filling her as she looked into the woods. "I need to see it again, Jake. Maybe there's something I missed before.” 

"Alright then. Let's get moving." Jake led the way, the two of them following the GPS coordinates deeper into the forest.

As they walked, Fiona couldn't help but notice Jake's uncharacteristic silence. His usual easygoing demeanor was replaced by a quiet tension that hung between them like the bare branches overhead. She thought back to the other day when she'd seen him texting in the kitchen, his brow furrowed, and wondered who he had been talking to.

They continued their trek through the woods, the sound of rustling leaves and their own footsteps accompanying their thoughts. The sun dipped lower, casting a golden glow over everything, but it did little to dispel the chill in Fiona's bones. As they drew closer to the scene where Matilda had met her end, she steeled herself for what they might find – and the revelations that could change everything.

The sun filtered through the trees, casting patterns on the ground as they continued their hike. Fiona glanced over at Jake, who was still absorbed in navigating the path with his phone. She couldn't help but feel an undercurrent of tension between them – one that she couldn't quite place.

"Jake?" Fiona asked, her voice hesitant. "Can I ask you something?"

He looked up from the GPS, meeting her gaze. "Of course. What's on your mind?"

She chewed her lip, considering her words. "I just... I can't help but feel like there's something else going on with you. Is there anything you're not telling me?"

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. "Fiona, it's really nothing. I'm just focused on the case, alright? Let's leave it at that for now."

Her stomach twisted with unease, but she nodded, deciding to trust him. "Alright, Jake. If you say so."

They continued onward, the silence occasionally broken by the distant chattering of birds or the rustling of leaves underfoot. As they neared their destination, the terrain grew steeper, and Fiona found herself growing increasingly nervous about what lay ahead.

"Looks like we need to climb this rock wall to get to the ravine," Jake said, surveying the obstacle before them. "You up for it?"

Fiona hesitated, eyeing the uneven surface with trepidation. "I'll give it a shot," she replied, trying to sound more confident than she felt.

"Here, let me help you." Jake offered his hand, steadying her as she tentatively began to ascend the rocks. His grip was firm and reassuring, giving her the courage to push forward despite her fears.

As they climbed, Fiona couldn't help but let her thoughts drift back to the case and the strange connection between the victims. The pieces were beginning to fall into place, but she knew that there was still more to uncover – secrets hidden within the shadows of the past.

With each step closer to the ravine, Fiona's heart raced with a mix of anticipation and dread, wondering what answers awaited them at the scene of Matilda's tragic end. 

Once they reached the top of the rock wall, Fiona took a moment to catch her breath and survey the landscape before her. The ravine stretched out in front of them, a deep gash in the earth that seemed almost otherworldly in its starkness. Sunlight filtered through the canopy above, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor.

"Alright," Jake said, breaking the silence. "What are we looking for here?"

Fiona bit her lip, considering her response. "I want to get a better sense of this area, try to understand what happened to Matilda. Last time, I only examined her remains... but I wasn’t able to get out here to look at the scene myself. I’d wanted to, even pushed for it, but my superiors said no. I wasn’t even an employee of the FBI, simply a student coming in to help, so…”

"Well, now’s your chance,” Jake said. "Let's split up and cover more ground. We can meet back here in half an hour."

"Agreed," Fiona replied, feeling a renewed determination to uncover the truth. As Jake disappeared into the woods, she set off on her own, carefully scanning the terrain for any clues that might help her piece together the events surrounding Matilda's death.

As she walked, her mind began to paint a picture of the tragic scene that had unfolded three years ago. She imagined Matilda stumbling through the darkness, her panicked breaths echoing against the cold rock walls of the ravine. Had it been a simple accident – a misstep that led to a fatal fall – or something more sinister?

Fiona tried to push away the growing sense of unease that settled over her as she explored the area. There was something haunting about the ravine, a heaviness that weighed on her chest and made her feel as though she were being watched. She shook her head, dismissing the thought as mere paranoia.

"Focus on the facts," she muttered to herself, continuing her search. With each step, she felt more determined to unravel the mystery of Matilda's death – to bring closure to a case that had haunted her for years. But as the shadows deepened and the ravine stretched on, Fiona couldn't help but wonder if she was getting closer to the truth... or simply stumbling deeper into darkness.

A chill ran down Fiona's spine as she moved deeper into the ravine, her footsteps muffled by a thick layer of fallen leaves. The air was damp and heavy with the scent of decay — a reminder of the life that had once flourished here, only to be silenced by the passage of time.

She strained her eyes, trying to discern any unusual features or signs of disturbance among the tangled roots and moss-covered rocks.

As she rounded a bend, something caught her attention in the distance. A shape partially obscured by the trees. She squinted, trying to make out the details, but it vanished before she could get a better look.

"Probably just an animal," she murmured, pushing the sighting from her mind as she continued her search. But a gnawing unease began to grow in the pit of her stomach, making it difficult to concentrate on the task at hand.

Minutes later, the shape reappeared, closer this time, and clearly not an animal. 

It was a man.

Fiona's heart raced; someone was following her. She cursed under her breath for leaving her weapon behind, wanting to travel light during their search.

Confronting the mysterious figure seemed foolish without any means of self-defense, so instead, she opted for stealth, ducking behind a large boulder and watching the figure from the corner of her eye.

Jake, she thought, I need to find Jake. Her pulse quickened as she considered the possibility that whoever was following her might also pose a threat to her partner. She couldn't let that happen.

Summoning her courage, Fiona took a deep breath and began to circle back toward where they'd agreed to meet, careful not to alert the figure to her movements. Her mind raced with questions and fears, but she knew that for now, her priority was reuniting with Jake and ensuring their safety.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

A dense fog wrapped itself around the tall trees, their gnarled branches reaching out like skeletal fingers. Jake trudged through the damp underbrush, his boots sinking into the muddy forest floor. He was alone, hiking through the woods where Matilda Black's body had been found years ago. He still wasn't sure what Fiona hoped to unearth here after all this time.

As he walked deeper into the woods, his thoughts drifted toward Lauren. The last few weeks had been a whirlwind. He never thought he would be in this position: she was pregnant with his child, and he couldn't shake the feeling that he needed to tell Fiona. But he wanted to speak with Lauren first, to confirm everything, and maybe figure out a plan. Unfortunately, Lauren had been avoiding his calls, responding only with brief texts promising to call him later – a promise she never kept.

The silence of the woods pressed in around him, offering no answers. He ran a hand through his hair, his heart heavy with guilt and uncertainty. He knew that keeping this from Fiona wasn't fair, not after everything they'd been through together. But he wanted to do it right, to be honest with her when he had all the information. And that meant waiting for Lauren.

But as he continued to hike through the woods, his mind stubbornly refused to stay on track. Images of Lauren, the life they'd once shared, and the possibility of a future with their child plagued him. He couldn't help but wonder if he would be a good father; if he could balance his dangerous job with the responsibilities that came with parenthood, on top of his relationship with Fiona.

Getting back together with Lauren wasn’t an option, even if they were co-parenting. Jake couldn’t stand the idea of losing Fiona; if this thing with Lauren was happening, and they were having a kid together—he would want to try and make it work with Fiona at the same time.

But would she be up for that?

It was a lot to ask so early in their relationship. As much as Jake was sure he and Fiona made a great match, he didn't know how she would feel about any of this.

With a heavy sigh, Jake redialed Lauren's number and lifted the phone to his ear. The silence that followed was deafening before her voicemail picked up once more. Defeated, he slid the phone into his pocket, cursing under his breath. He couldn't let Lauren's absence distract him from the case, but it was easier said than done.

He tried to refocus on the case. The fact that Fiona had worked on this when she was a student was intriguing, to say the least, and Jake itched to know if this really would tie everything together. He wondered what Matilda had been doing all the way out here, presumably alone—did she truly fall and hit her head, or had Fiona’s gut feeling back then been right? Maybe there was more at play, more to Matilda’s death than even the evidence could tell them…

As he rounded a bend in the path, something caught his eye – a dilapidated cabin tucked away in the shadows. Its wooden exterior was weathered, and its windows were smeared with grime, yet something about it called to him. Curiosity piqued, Jake approached cautiously, each step crunching on the forest floor.

"Hello?" he called out tentatively, pausing at the edge of the clearing that surrounded the cabin. There was no response, only the creaking of branches in the soft breeze. With his heart pounding, he edged closer and peered through one of the grimy windows.

The sight that greeted him sent a shiver down his spine: a worn sleeping bag lay unrolled on the floor, surrounded by scattered cans of food and a few tattered clothes. It was clear someone had been living there recently, though their presence was now eerily absent.

He pressed his face closer to the window, straining to see if there were any clues hidden within the cabin's shadowy corners.

With a deep breath, Jake steeled himself and stepped closer to the door. He could hear his heart thumping wildly in his ears as he slowly turned the handle, pushing it open with a slight creak. The musty smell of old books and clothing hit him as he stepped inside, taking in the details of the small space.

The cabin was sparsely furnished - an old wooden bed frame stood against one wall, with only a thin mattress on top; an oil lamp rested on a small table beneath one of the windows; and shelves lined with tattered paperbacks were scattered around the room. It was clear someone had been here recently, but whoever it was had left no trace of their identity behind.

Jake moved further into the cabin, searching for any clues that might lead him to Matilda’s killer. He checked each corner methodically, looking for anything out of place or anything that seemed suspicious. His eyes fell on an old chest at the foot of the bed which had been hastily pushed aside—he knelt down and opened it carefully, revealing a pile of notebooks and papers within. His heart jumped as he reached in and grabbed one notebook at random, peeling it open.

Inside of it was handwriting... messy, incoherent handwriting. Jake could barely make out a sentence.

He squinted at the page, trying to decipher the words. They seemed to be written in a feverish, frenzied tone, with no clear sense of grammar or punctuation. But as he read on, the words began to take shape and coalesce into a disturbing narrative.

"Alone... I'm all alone..."

He squinted at the page, trying to decipher the scribbles. It was as if someone had been in a hurry, racing to jot down their thoughts before they slipped away. The words were scattered, disjointed, but as he read on, a sense of unease began to settle in his gut.

The more he read, the more he realized that the notebook wasn't just filled with random ramblings – it was a journal of sorts, chronicling the writer's descent into madness. They spoke of hearing voices, of being haunted by someone or something that wouldn't let them rest. Jake's heart raced as he flipped through the pages, the writer's desperation and fear leaping off the paper.

What had driven someone to this point? And why had they been living out here, in the middle of nowhere?

As he closed the notebook and pushed it back into the chest, a sound caught his attention – a faint rustling coming from outside. His hand instinctively went to his gun as he moved towards the door, peering out into the daylight.

But it was only a squirrel scurrying away from a pile of leaves.

Jake let out a breath. "Damn it," he muttered, stepping back outside. The cabin's occupant was a mystery for now, but Jake knew he couldn't afford to ignore this discovery. He snapped a few photos on his phone, making a mental note to return with Fiona later. "Let's hope you're just a hermit and not our killer," he murmured as he turned away.

An uneasy feeling crept up Jake's spine, as if something were out of place. He glanced around the quiet woods, suddenly aware of how alone he was. The mysterious cabin had momentarily distracted him from his primary concern: Fiona. He realized that he'd wandered too far from their meeting point.

Without wasting another moment, Jake retraced his steps, his pulse quickening in worry.

 

***

 

Fiona tried to calm her racing heart. She couldn't shake the feeling that the man was still watching her, following her, as she dialed back to the meeting spot with Jake. She tried to text him, but had no bars of service out here.

As she made her way back to the spot where she and Jake had agreed to meet, she saw a figure in the woods again. This time, however, she managed to get a clearer look.

Crystal clear.

Standing before her was a bearded man with wild eyes, an unsettling smile playing at the corners of his lips.

"Who are you?" Fiona demanded, her voice wavering slightly despite her best efforts to sound confident. She clenched her fists, preparing herself for a confrontation if necessary.

He didn’t answer.

Fiona swallowed hard, her mind racing. Think, Red. You can handle this. "Stay back," she warned, trying to maintain a firm tone. "I'm with the FBI."

Fiona's eyes narrowed as she assessed the bearded man before her. Her chest tightened, adrenaline coursing through her veins, but she refused to back down. She had faced dangerous situations before, and if this man posed a threat, she would fight him off with every ounce of strength she possessed. She inhaled deeply, steadying herself, and stood her ground.

"Last chance," Fiona warned, her voice low and steady. "Walk away now."

But the man showed no intention of backing down. Instead, he smirked, clearly amused by her resolve. "You really think you can take me on?"

"Try me," Fiona challenged, her body tense, her senses alert.

The man took a step closer, his grin growing wider. Fiona could see that his eyes were glittering with a manic energy, and she knew that she had to be careful. She had no idea what this man was capable of or what his intentions were.

Fiona tensed, ready to strike. But before she could react, the man lunged forward, his arms outstretched. She dodged him, stepping to the side and spinning around to face him.

The man stumbled, but recovered quickly, his eyes now blazing with fury. "You're going to regret that," he snarled, charging at her again.

Fiona braced herself, preparing to fight--when suddenly, the sound of snapping twigs and heavy footsteps broke the silence. 

In an instant, Jake burst onto the scene, his face a mixture of concern and determination. Before the bearded man could react, Jake tackled him to the ground, pinning him down with ease.

"Are you okay, Fiona?" Jake asked urgently, his eyes never leaving the struggling man beneath him.

Fiona nodded, her heart still racing. "Y-yes."

She had nearly engaged in combat with that man--real combat. Oddly, part of her was disappointed that Jake had swept in so fast, as ludicrous as it was. Fiona wasn't violent... she didn't enjoy violence.

But she thought of Daniel's words at the prison... his implication that Fiona could also enjoy the hunt.

No, that's not what this is... I just want to stop bad people. 

And I want to better myself.

With practiced efficiency, Jake pulled out a pair of handcuffs and secured them around the man's wrists. "You're under arrest. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law."

Fiona breathed a sigh of relief as the man was finally restrained. She couldn't shake the feeling of unease, however, and she knew that they still had a long way to go before they could solve the case.

As they escorted the man away, Jake turned to Fiona. "You sure you're okay?"

Fiona nodded again, still catching her breath. "Yeah, I'm fine." She looked at Jake, a mix of gratitude and admiration in her eyes. "Thanks for coming when you did."

Jake gave her a small smile. "Always got your back, Red."

She was glad. But part of Fiona wondered if she really could stand on her own two feet without Jake there to always help her.

The fluorescent lights of the interrogation room cast a harsh glare on the table where Clide Jenson, handcuffed and disheveled, sat nervously fidgeting. Jake studied the man's face, the unkempt beard and wild eyes that had startled Fiona in the woods. He couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to this story than met the eye. 

They’d managed to ID the man based off his wallet, although he had no money on him and seemed to be completely homeless. Before coming into the interrogation room, Jake had done some recon on the area--it turned out there had been several reports of women being approached by a strange, bearded man. He had never hurt anyone, at least not on record, but Jake was willing to bet Clide was that same guy. Living out in the woods, slowly losing his grip on reality...

But was he connected to Matilda's death? Or any of the more recent ones?

Jake had to admit, it was a hell of a coincidence, and clearly, Clide had been ready to hurt Fiona. Jake wasn't willing to give anyone the benefit of the doubt, not with how much was on the line.

"Alright, Clide," Jake began, his voice steady and authoritative. "You were found lurking in the woods where Matilda Black's body was discovered. What were you doing out there?"

"J-just taking a walk," Clide stammered, avoiding eye contact with both Jake and Fiona.

"Really?" Jake challenged, his brow furrowing as he scrutinized the man before him. "Because we have reason to believe you might be involved in something far darker. Possibly even murder."

"Murder?" Clide repeated, his voice cracking slightly. "No, I--I didn't kill anyone!"

"Look at this picture," Jake demanded, sliding a photo of Matilda across the table. "Do you recognize her?"

Clide hesitated, his eyes darting back and forth between the image and Jake's unwavering gaze. "I... I never saw her before," he finally answered, his voice wavering.

Jake's instincts told him that Clide wasn't being truthful. There was something in the way the man's eyes flickered with recognition, an almost imperceptible twitch in his expression that betrayed his lie.

"Really?" Jake pressed, his voice firm and unyielding. "Because your reaction tells me otherwise."

"Listen, I swear, I don't know her," Clide insisted, his voice rising in desperation. "I didn't do anything to her or anyone else!"

As Jake stared into Clyde's eyes, he tried to decipher what lay beneath the surface. Was this man truly capable of taking a life? Or was he just an unlucky loner who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time?

The more Jake searched Clyde's face, the more he became convinced of the former. There was something in the man's eyes that gave Jake a chill down his spine. It wasn't fear or anxiety, but something darker and far more sinister. Something that reminded Jake of the murderers he had dealt with before.

"Tell me, Clide," Jake said, leaning in closer to the man. "Do you like hurting people? Do you enjoy the feeling of power that comes with it?"

Clide recoiled at the question, his face contorting in anger. "No! How could you say something like that?"

"Because I think you know more than you're letting on," Jake replied, his voice calm and measured. "And I'm not going to stop until you tell me everything."

Clide stared back at him, his eyes blazing with a mix of defiance and fear. Jake knew he was pushing the man to his limit, but he also knew that this was the only way to get the truth. 

"I'm telling you, I don't know what you're talkin' about," Clide said. "I'm lonely out in the woods... but I don't kill people. I only was going at this one here because she threatened me."

"You approached her and scared her," Jake said. "You were threatening her."

Clide shook his head, his eyes pleading for understanding. "I didn't mean to scare her. I just wanted to talk to someone, you know? It's lonely out there... I didn't mean any harm."

"Then why were you out there, Clide?" Fiona chimed in, her voice strong and assertive. "What were you really doing in those woods?"

"Please," Clide begged, his hands trembling as they strained against the handcuffs. "I don't know anything about any murders. I'm innocent."

Jake leaned back in his chair, studying Clide's face for any telltale signs of guilt. The man seemed genuinely frightened, but was that fear masking something darker? Jake couldn't shake the feeling that Clide was hiding something.

"Clide, you claim you weren't planning on hurting Fiona," Jake said, his voice steady and authoritative. "But we've received multiple reports of a bearded man following and stalking women in those woods. Now, I'm not saying it was you, but...you fit the description."

Clide's eyes widened, and he shook his head vigorously. "No, no! It wasn't me! I-I just like being out there. I wasn't going to hurt anyone, I swear!"

Jake sat back in his chair, watching Clide's frantic movements with a calculating eye. He could see the fear and desperation in the man's eyes, but there was something else there too. A darkness that made Jake's skin crawl.

"Listen, Clide," Jake said, his voice low and dangerous. "We know you've been lurking around those woods for weeks. We know you've been following women and making them feel uncomfortable. Were you aware that a woman died in those woods a couple of years ago?" Jake tapped the photo of Matilda, still out on the table. "This woman, Clide. She died. Are you sure you don't recognize her?"

"I-I swear, I don't know nothing about that woman," Clide stammered. "I--"

Just then, the door to the interrogation room swung open, revealing a sharply dressed man who strode in confidently. Jake tensed up--this guy had 'lawyer' written all over him. The sharply dressed man had on a crisp suit in a deep navy blue, with a white collared shirt and matching navy tie. His shoes were polished to a shine, and he held a briefcase in one hand. He had an air of authority around him and walked with a confident gait. His gaze was confident and calculating, and Jake tensed up as soon as the man stepped into the room.

"I'm sorry for the interruption," he announced, shooting Jake and Fiona a curt nod. "I'm Mark Jenson, Clide's brother and attorney. From this point forward, my client will not be answering any more questions without legal counsel present."

"Brother?" Jake raised an eyebrow, surprised by the sudden appearance of family in Clyde's life.

"Indeed," Mark confirmed, taking a seat next to Clide and placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder. Mark glanced down at the photo of Matilda down at the table, but his face didn't change as he met Jake's eyes again. "Now, I understand you have some concerns about my brother's activities, but I assure you, he's not a danger to anyone."

Jake exchanged a tense look with Fiona. Mark was confident--too confident, and something about his cold, but firm demeanor struck Jake like lightning. 

Jake kept his eyes fixed on the lawyer as he spoke, trying to read between the lines. There was something about the man's voice that made him uneasy, a thinly veiled threat that lingered just beneath the surface.

"I appreciate your concern, Mr. Jenson," Jake said, keeping his tone neutral. "But we have reason to believe that your brother may be involved in a serious crime. We need to ask him some questions and get to the bottom of this."

Mark's expression remained impassive, but Jake could see the gears turning in his mind. He was calculating his next move, trying to figure out how to protect his client from any potential harm.

"I understand your position, Agent," Mark said, his voice even. "But I must insist that my client's rights are respected. He will not answer any questions without my presence. Clide has some mental health issues and fancies himself a wilderness expert... that is why he lives in the woods."

"Fair enough," Jake muttered, "but that doesn't clear him of any wrongdoing."

"No?" Mark taunted. "Are you trying to pin him to a recent crime? Because I just brought him back to town yesterday--he had been visiting family with me out of town."

Jake's jaw tensed. If that were the case, and Clide was out of town with Mark--then that would make it so Clide wasn't even in town at the time of the most recent murders. Jake reminded himself that was who they were looking for--and that Matilda's death, strange as it was, had been ruled as an accident years ago. 

"Can you verify this alibi?" Jake asked. "I'm going to need hard proof that Clide was out of town."

"Of course," Mark said smoothly, pulling out a thin folder from his briefcase. "I have his travel itinerary, as well as receipts from the hotel we stayed at. You'll see that we were out of town from the 10th to the 15th."

Jake took the folder and began rifling through the papers. Everything seemed to check out--Mark and Clide had indeed been out of town for the past week. Jake felt a wave of disappointment wash over him--if Clide really was innocent, then that meant they were back to square one in the investigation.

"Alright, Mr. Jenson," Jake said, handing the folder back to Mark. "It seems like your client has a solid alibi. For now, we'll let him go. But I want to make it clear that we'll be keeping an eye on him. Maybe you're aware of the reports women have been making about a bearded man following them. Not to mention, your brother here nearly assaulted a federal employee." Jake gestured to Fiona, who remained quiet beside him. 

Mark's expression remained unchanged, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes that made Jake uneasy. "I'm aware," he said smoothly. "And I assure you, my brother will not be causing any more trouble. I'll make sure of it."

With that, Mark stood up and helped Clide to his feet. The two brothers exchanged a tense look before Mark led Clide out of the interrogation room. As soon as they were gone, Fiona let out a low whistle.

"That lawyer is something else," she said, her voice filled with disbelief. "Did you see the way he just waltzed in here and shut us down?"

Jake nodded, his mind still racing. There was something about the Jenson brothers that he didn't trust, something that made his skin crawl. He couldn't quite put his finger on it, but he knew that there was more to them than met the eye.

He faced Fiona, realizing he hadn't answered her. "Not much we can do now," he said. "Let's go regroup."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Later that day, Fiona sat across from Jake at his apartment, picking at her salad while they discussed the case. The afternoon sunlight filtered through the blinds, but did little to ease Fiona’s anxieties. The man in the woods hadn’t panned out, and they’d found no clues at the scene of Matilda’s death. 

"Alright, so we need to look into other suspects," Jake said, tapping the edge of his laptop. "I've been digging into Matilda Black's brother. His name is Mason. No criminal record, lives in Portland, works as a janitor."

Fiona chewed thoughtfully, her gaze drifting to the window. Mason—right. That was his name. "Do you think he could be involved in all this?"

"Hard to say," Jake replied, scrolling through the information on his screen. "But it's worth checking out. We need to follow every lead we can."

Fiona nodded, taking a sip of her iced tea. "What about Clyde? I know we had to let him go, but something just doesn't sit right with me about him and his brother."

"I agree," Jake admitted, his brow furrowing. "But without any solid evidence, our hands are tied. For now, we should focus on Mason and see where that takes us."

"Okay," Fiona sighed, setting down her fork. "Let's start with Mason.”

Fiona studied the ID photo on the screen, feeling a sudden rush of memories. She recalled standing in Mason Black's cramped living room three years ago, the air thick with the scent of stale cigarettes and grief. His eyes had been red-rimmed, pleading with her to reconsider the ruling on his sister's death.

Fiona shook her head, trying to clear the image from her mind as she looked back at the computer screen. "Jake, I met Mason a few years ago when I was working Matilda's case. He didn't believe it was an accident then, and I doubt he does now."

“Yeah. We need to look deeper into him.” 

Fiona nodded reluctantly, knowing that they couldn't afford to let any potential leads slip away. As she stared at the ID photo, she found herself wondering what Mason knew about his sister's death – and whether he held the key to unraveling the mystery that had brought them back to Portland.

The sunlight streaming through the curtains cast a warm glow over Jake's apartment, creating an almost serene atmosphere that belied the tension simmering beneath the surface. Fiona absently traced the patterns on the coffee table with her fingertips, trying to focus on the case at hand, but her thoughts kept drifting to the man sitting beside her.

"Hey, I'll be right back," Jake said suddenly, pushing himself up from the couch and heading towards the bathroom. As he disappeared from sight, Fiona couldn't help but notice the weariness in his shoulders, the way his usual confidence seemed to have faded.

Left alone with her thoughts, she tried to shake off her growing unease. But just as she started to regain her focus, Jake's phone buzzed on the coffee table, momentarily distracting her. She knew it was wrong, but curiosity got the better of her, and she glanced at the screen. Her heart plummeted when she saw the name: Lauren. His ex.

Hey, I can talk later, the message read.

Fiona's mind raced as she tried to process what she'd seen. It made sense now – the distance, the strange behavior. Jake had been talking to Lauren, and Fiona couldn't help but fear the worst. Was he considering getting back together with her? Had Fiona lost him, after everything they'd been through? The thought twisted at her insides like a knife.

Jake emerged from the bathroom, rubbing his hands on his jeans to dry them. He halted mid-step when he saw Fiona standing by the door, her purse clutched tightly in her hands, her eyes red-rimmed.

"Hey," he said cautiously, picking up on the tense atmosphere in the room. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," she replied quickly, too quickly. Her voice wavered slightly, betraying her emotions. "I just need to go back to my apartment for a bit. I'll meet up with you later."

"Wait, Fiona—" Jake started, reaching out for her arm as if to stop her. But she was already out the door, leaving him alone in the dimly lit living room.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

The silence in the apartment was deafening as Jake stood there, staring at the closed door. Fiona's abrupt departure left him feeling uneasy, a nagging thought worming its way into his mind. Could she have seen Lauren's text? He shook his head, dismissing the idea. Fiona wouldn't snoop through his phone, and he trusted her to know that he would never intentionally hurt her.

But as much as he tried to convince himself, the gnawing guilt of keeping Lauren's pregnancy from Fiona remained. He knew he should tell her, but the timing couldn't be worse. They had a case to solve; people were counting on them. The truth would have to wait.

With a heavy sigh, Jake forced himself to refocus, turning away from the door and back toward his laptop. As he sank into the chair, the screen flickered to life, revealing the case files they'd been poring over earlier. Clide Jenson's face stared back at him, wild-eyed and disheveled. Something about the man bothered Jake, but he couldn't quite put his finger on it. He knew Mason was the most likely suspect now, but the whole thing with Mark and Clide felt off too. 

"Damn it," he muttered under his breath, tapping the keys with frustration. The story Mark had provided seemed too convenient, too perfect. While Clide appeared incapable of weaving such an elaborate lie, Mark exuded a confidence and intelligence that suggested otherwise. Was he hiding something?

Jake leaned in closer, squinting at the screen as he scrolled through Mark's background. With every click, he grew more convinced that the lawyer was somehow involved in the case. It didn't make sense for him to show up so suddenly, especially when his connection to Clide seemed tenuous at best.

"Are you protecting your brother, Mark?" Jake whispered, his brow furrowing in concentration. "Or are you just using him to cover your own tracks?" The question lingered in the air, unanswered, as Jake continued his search, determined to uncover the truth behind Mark's involvement.

The more he uncovered, the more unsettling it became. Not only did Mark have a criminal record for domestic violence, but his career also revolved around defending men accused of similar crimes. A sickening feeling settled in the pit of Jake's stomach as he wondered what kind of monster they were dealing with.

"Jesus," Jake muttered to himself, the weight of the information sinking in. 

As he continued to dig, he stumbled across Mark's social media page. His fingers flew across the keyboard, scrolling through years of posts and photos until one image stopped him dead in his tracks.

"Unbelievable," he whispered, staring at the photograph of Mark standing beside a smiling Matilda Black. There was no mistaking it – the same woman whose death had happened years ago, and was linked to their current case, was now linked directly to Mark. Blood pounded in Jake's ears as his heart raced, anxiety and adrenaline mixing together.

Without a second thought, he grabbed his phone and dialed Fiona's number. It rang and rang, each unanswered tone amplifying his fear. "Come on, Fiona. Pick up," he pleaded under his breath, his free hand clenching into a fist. But she never answered. "Damn it, Fiona," Jake exhaled, his frustration growing. As a thousand different scenarios played out in his mind, he knew he couldn't just sit idly by. He had to find her, had to warn her about Mark's connection to Matilda.

"Hey, it's me," he said into the phone’s voicemail, his voice tense with urgency. "I just found something you need to see. Call me back as soon as you get this. It's important."

With that, he hung up and stared at the screen, willing the phone to ring for Fiona to call him back. But the silence was deafening, and Jake couldn't shake the feeling that they were running out of time.

 

***

 

The sinking sun painted the sky in oranges and purples, casting long shadows across the quiet suburban street. Fiona's heels clicked on the sidewalk as she approached the small bungalow, her thoughts swirling with the possibility of Jake's unfaithfulness. She shook her head, forcing herself to focus on the case at hand. Now was not the time for personal drama; Mason Black was the priority.

She knocked on the door, her heart racing with a mix of anticipation and anxiety. The seconds stretched into an eternity before the door creaked open, revealing an elderly woman with a kind face framed by wispy white hair.

"Hello," Fiona greeted her, offering a reassuring smile. "I'm Fiona Red, a forensic analyst with the FBI. I'm looking for Mason Black. Does he live here?"

The woman's eyes widened slightly, but she nodded. "Yes, dear. I'm his grandmother, Beverly. Mason hasn't been home for several days now. He must be staying with a girlfriend or something."

"Can you tell me anything about this girlfriend? Her name, where she lives?" Fiona asked, hoping for a lead.

Beverly shook her head regretfully. "I'm afraid I don't know much about my grandson's personal life. He's always been very private."

Fiona's shoulders slumped, disappointment tugging at her chest. She forced herself to maintain her professional demeanor, even as her mind raced with worry about Jake and Lauren.

Fiona's gut churned with unease, the bad feeling gnawing at her insides. She glanced at Beverly, whose expression had turned solemn. "Do you mind if I ask about Mason’s sister, Matilda?" Fiona asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Beverly sighed, her eyes clouding over with sadness. "Mason never quite came to terms with what happened to his sister. He was devastated, as we all were."

Fiona felt her phone buzz in her pocket but ignored it, too desperate for answers to shift her focus. She needed to know more to understand the depths of Mason's pain and how it might be connected to this case. "Can you tell me anything else? Any specific incidents or behavior that stood out?"

"Matilda's funeral," Beverly said, her voice quivering. "Mason... he made a huge scene there, claiming that his sister had been murdered and that the police were wrong. They had to escort him out of the service. It was heartbreaking."

Fiona's heart ached for the family torn apart by tragedy, even as her mind raced to process the new information. The image of a distraught Mason being removed from his sister's funeral added another layer to his complicated character.

"Since then, Mason has struggled with his mental health. That's why he lives here with me," Beverly continued, her gaze distant. "His parents... they don't have much of a relationship with him anymore. It's just too painful for everyone involved."

Fiona nodded, taking in every word. As much as she didn't want to suspect Mason, the pieces were starting to fit together. His unresolved anger and grief could have pushed him down a dark path. With each revelation, the weight of the case pressed down on her like an iron vise, threatening to crush her resolve.

She needed to find Mason and uncover the truth before it was too late. But first, she had to confront her own fears and uncertainties. The buzzing of her phone was a constant reminder of the secrets that lay between her and Jake, like an ever-widening chasm she wasn't sure they could cross.

"Does he have a way we can reach him?" Fiona asked, her eyes darting between Beverly and the dimly lit living room behind her.

Beverly nodded hesitantly. "I can give you his cell number," she said, reaching for a notepad on a nearby table. "But he doesn't always answer. I worry about him a lot, you know? It's not unusual for Mason to vanish for days, sometimes weeks at a time." She scribbled down the digits and handed the paper to Fiona. "He struggles with substance abuse as well, which only adds to my concerns."

"Thank you, Beverly," Fiona replied, taking the paper and folding it into her pocket. "One last question, if you don't mind. Has Mason ever been violent?"

Beverly blinked, taken aback by the query. She looked down, wringing her hands together in her lap before answering. "No, not that I've seen. But...there was an incident at Matilda's funeral. He threatened the funeral director, said he'd kill him if he didn't admit that Matilda had been murdered."

Fiona's breath caught in her throat as the implications of Beverly's words settled in. She swallowed hard, trying to keep her composure. "That's very important information, thank you for sharing it with me," she said, her voice tight.

While Fiona couldn't ignore the mounting evidence against Mason, she felt an unwelcome twinge of empathy for him. Grief could make people do things they never thought possible, and Fiona knew that all too well. Her own grief over losing her husband had led her to take risks she might never have considered otherwise.

"Please, if you hear from Mason or remember anything else that might be helpful, don't hesitate to call me," Fiona said, handing Beverly her business card. The older woman took it, her gaze heavy with worry.

"Please find him," Beverly whispered, looking into Fiona's eyes. "I don't want to lose another grandchild."

Fiona nodded solemnly. "I'll do everything I can." With that, she turned away from the house and marched back toward her car, determination surging through her veins.

As she slid into the driver's seat, her phone buzzed again in her pocket, and this time, she refused to ignore it. Whatever secrets Jake held, they would have to be confronted head-on if they were going to solve this case together.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Fiona's fingers trembled as she gripped the steering wheel, her gaze lingering on Beverly's retreating figure. The weight of the implications settled heavy on her chest, and the crisp autumn air did little to alleviate it. She pulled out her phone and dialed Jake's number, the screen glowing like a beacon in the dimming light.

"Jake," she said the moment he answered, her voice urgent. "You won't believe what I just found out."

"Same here," he replied quickly, his own tone mirroring hers. "I did some digging, and it turns out Mark Jenson, Clyde's lawyer brother, had some kind of relationship with Matilda. He could be killing people now for revenge."

Fiona's heart skipped a beat. "You're kidding. That... that changes everything."

"Tell me about it. What did you find?"

"Matilda's brother, Mason. He threatened to kill the funeral director at Matilda's funeral. Beverly said he's been unstable ever since."

"Damn." There was a pause, during which Fiona could practically hear Jake's thoughts racing. "We can't ignore either of these leads. But we need to tread carefully. You should head back, and we'll regroup."

Fiona hesitated, her grip tightening on the phone. She wanted nothing more than to follow Jake's advice, to retreat to safety and process everything they'd learned. But something compelled her to press on, to see this lead through to its end.

"Actually, I think I want to keep following Mason's trail," she admitted. "I know it's risky, but if there's even a chance he's involved, I have to know."

Fiona's eyes were drawn back to the rearview mirror, where a red car had caught her attention. She couldn't shake the feeling that she'd seen it before, but her thoughts were interrupted by Jake's continued concern.

"Look, Fiona, I don't like the thought of you going off alone," he said, his voice laced with worry. "You're not an agent yet, and you don't have a weapon."

"I know, Jake, but I just want to talk to people, gather more information," she insisted, her gaze flickering between the road ahead and the red car in the mirror. "I just want to talk to the funeral director, the man who Mason threatened.” 

"Fine," he relented, though the tension in his voice was palpable. "But as soon as you feel threatened or anything seems off, call for backup. Promise me."

"Promise," she murmured, her fingers tightening around the steering wheel. She couldn't ignore the gnawing unease in her gut, but she needed to see this through. If Mason was involved, she had to know.

"Alright, stay safe," Jake said, and they hung up. The silence in the car felt heavy, punctuated only by the hum of the engine and the soft sound of her own breathing. With each passing moment, her resolve grew stronger, fueled by a fierce determination to uncover the truth.

As Fiona pulled up to the funeral home, she mentally ran through her plan. She would speak to the funeral director from Matilda's funeral, ask about Mason's outburst, and try to piece together any more information that might lead to answers.

The funeral home loomed before her, its somber facade bathed in the glow of streetlights. Fiona took a deep breath, steeling herself for the conversation ahead. All the while, she couldn't help but think of the red car, wondering if it held any significance, or if it was merely a figment of her overactive imagination.

She stepped out of the car and closed the door with a soft click. She knew the danger that awaited her, but she also knew that she couldn't let fear hold her back. Not now, when they were so close to finding justice for Matilda and all those who may have suffered at the hands of her killer.

"Alright," she muttered under her breath as she approached the funeral home's entrance. "Let's do this."

Fiona stepped into the funeral home, her footsteps echoing on the polished marble floor. The air inside was heavy with the scent of lilies and a faint undertone of formaldehyde. She hesitated for a moment, listening to the melancholy swell of an organ playing behind a closed door. A sense of unease crept up her spine—she didn't want to intrude or disrupt a grieving family—but she couldn't turn back now.

"Hello?" Fiona called softly, hoping to catch the attention of a staff member without disturbing the ongoing funeral. Her voice seemed to vanish into the high ceiling, swallowed up by the somber atmosphere.

She ventured deeper into the building, following the dimly lit hallway that led to several private viewing rooms. Each door was closed, leaving her feeling even more isolated in the solemn silence. Fiona's fingers twitched at her side, itching for the reassuring weight of a gun she didn't have.

At the end of the hall, Fiona spotted a frosted glass door with the words "Office" etched into it. She knocked lightly, holding her breath as she waited for a response. When none came, she slowly turned the handle and peeked inside.

"Hello?" she called again, louder this time. "I'm looking for the funeral director who handled Matilda Black's service three years ago."

The office was empty but filled with neat stacks of paperwork and an open appointment book on the desk. It was clear someone had been working there recently. Fiona hesitated, torn between waiting for the funeral director to return and risking an intrusion into the ongoing funeral.

As she weighed her options, Fiona couldn't help but feel a growing sense of urgency. She knew that every moment she wasted brought them one step closer to losing their suspect—or worse, another life being taken. Still, there was nothing she could do if the funeral director was busy. She figured it was best to wait in her car until the ceremony was over.

Fiona stepped back out into the night, the cold air nipping at her exposed skin. She pulled her coat tighter around her and glanced towards the funeral home's entrance, making a mental note to return once the mourners had dispersed. As she strode across the parking lot towards her car, she couldn't shake an uneasy feeling that settled in the pit of her stomach.

The red car she had noticed earlier was sitting in a parking spot nearby, off. Her heart skipped a beat as she recalled seeing it twice before—once on her way to Beverly's house, and again on her drive here. A small voice in the back of her mind warned her that this was no coincidence.

"Get a grip, Fi," she muttered to herself, her breath visible in the cold night air. "You're just being paranoid." Despite her attempts to reassure herself, the bad feeling persisted, worming its way deeper into her thoughts.

As she approached her car, Fiona reached into her pocket for the keys, her fingers fumbling over the metal. Before she could unlock the door, however, she sensed movement behind her. Her instincts kicked in, and she spun around, ready to confront whoever—or whatever—was there.

"Who are you?" she demanded, her voice firm despite her racing heart.

A man stood before her, his features shrouded in darkness but unmistakable all the same. His eyes bore into hers with an intensity that made her heart pound even harder. 

It was Mason Black.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

The night was still as Jake stood before the modern, sleek home nestled in the heart of Portland's most affluent suburb. A chill breeze swept through the air, carrying a faint scent of jasmine as it rustled the neatly trimmed hedges lining the property. The house belonged to Mark Jenson, the bigshot lawyer with a shady past and, according to recent information, some sort of connection with Matilda Black – the dead woman whose case seemed to be the thread running through this tangled web of crime.

As Jake approached the opulent glass door, he couldn't help but hope Fiona knew what she was doing investigating Matilda's brother. Sure, he was a viable suspect too, but something deep within Jake's gut told him that Mark was their guy. It just couldn't be a coincidence that Mark knew Matilda and had bailed out Clide earlier on. Clide had lived in a cabin near where Matilda's body was found, for God's sake. At the very least, Jake theorized that Clide could have been responsible for her death, and Mark had covered his tracks. But there was more to this than met the eye, and Jake was determined to find out.

"Alright, Jenson," Jake muttered under his breath, his fingers flexing within the confines of his leather gloves, "let's see what you're hiding."

He stepped onto the porch, the smooth flagstones cold beneath his boots. He could feel the weight of his badge and gun resting heavily at his side, a constant reminder of his duty and the responsibility that came with it. As he raised his hand to knock on the door, flashes of Matilda Black's lifeless body, along with the other three victims, flickered in his mind, fueling his resolve.

The door creaked open, revealing a pretty blonde woman in her thirties. Her eyes were rimmed with fatigue, and she wore a forced smile that didn't quite reach them. This must be Mark's wife, Laura.

"Can I help you?" she asked, her voice strained.

"Good evening, ma'am," Jake said, his tone firm but gentle as he flashed his FBI badge. "I'm Agent Jake Tucker. Is Mark Jenson home?"

"Uh, no," Laura replied, the corners of her mouth tightening into a thin line. "He's out at the moment. I'm his wife, Laura. Is there something wrong?"

"Nothing to worry about just yet," he reassured her, trying to maintain an air of calm professionalism despite the gnawing urgency in his gut. "I just need to ask him a few questions."

"Alright," she said, her brow furrowing with concern. "I'm not sure when he'll be back, though."

"Would you mind if I ask you a question while I'm here?" Jake asked, reaching into his pocket to pull out a photograph. The image of Matilda Black stared back at him, her eyes haunted and hollow, a chilling reminder of what they were fighting for.

"Have you ever seen this woman before?" he questioned, holding up the picture to Laura.

Laura's eyes widened, a look of shock mixed with concern crossing her face. She hesitated for a moment, glancing away from the photo as if it held some dark secret. When she finally spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper. "Yes... I've seen her before."

In that instant, Jake knew he was on the right track. He could sense Laura's fear, her reluctance to reveal any more information about the dead woman who seemed to haunt her husband's life. The pieces were beginning to fall into place, and he couldn't help but feel a surge of adrenaline as the truth drew ever closer.

"Can you tell me more about her?" Jake asked gently, trying not to push Laura too hard. He needed her to trust him, and he knew that wouldn't happen if he came across as aggressive or accusatory.

Laura chewed on her lower lip, her eyes darting away briefly before settling back on his face. "I... I think Mark had an affair with her a few years ago," she hesitantly admitted, her voice trembling slightly. "I heard she died, but I didn't know the details."

The revelation hit Jake like a punch to the gut. Not only did Mark have a connection to Matilda, but it was far more personal than he could have ever imagined. As much as he wanted answers, he couldn't help but feel sympathy for Laura, who was clearly struggling with her own emotions at this revelation.

"Did you ever think that Mark could have been responsible for her death?" Jake asked cautiously, trying to keep his voice level despite the growing anger boiling inside of him.

Laura's eyes widened, and she instinctively leaned away from him as if she sensed the dangerous tension in the air. Her hand moved to cover her forearm, and it was then that Jake noticed the dark bruise peeking out from beneath her sleeve. His protective instincts flared to life, both as a man and an FBI agent, and he knew he had to tread carefully if he wanted to gain her trust.

Laura took a deep, shaky breath, her eyes flicking away from Jake's steady gaze for a moment before she continued. "Mark... he can get violent, abusive even. I didn't know when I married him. He had previous domestic violence charges, but I only found out after he started laying his hands on me." Her voice cracked with the weight of her confession, and she wiped away another tear that threatened to spill over.

Jake clenched his jaw, his knuckles turning white as he fought to keep his composure. The rage coursing through his veins burned hotter than ever, but he knew he needed to stay focused if he was going to help Laura. He couldn't let his anger cloud his judgment or scare her into silence.

"Thank you for telling me this, Laura. It takes a lot of courage to share something so personal," Jake said, struggling to project a calm exterior. His mind raced, trying to piece together the puzzle of Matilda Black's murder and the connection to Mark. "I need to locate Mark. Based on what you've told me, and other information we've gathered, I believe he may have murdered Matilda. There are also other people connected to her death who have been killed, including a police officer last night."

Laura's eyes widened in horror, her hand flying to cover her mouth. "Oh my god," she whispered, the color draining from her face. "I had no idea it was this serious."  Laura hesitated, her eyes darting around the room as if searching for the right words to say. "I... I might believe that Mark killed Matilda," she admitted softly, her voice trembling with uncertainty. "But it's not possible for him to have murdered anyone last night." Her gaze met Jake's, pleading for understanding. "He was here, with me. After he got back from his trip, we had a big fight until the early hours of the morning, and he never went out. I would have known."

Jake felt his heart drop at her words, his mind racing with the implications. If Mark wasn't the one killing people connected to Matilda's death, then who was? The documents had proven Clide’s alibi… and now Mark’s was verified too. The gears in his head shifted, clicking into place as he remembered Fiona's theory about Matilda's brother, Mason. He recalled her adamant belief that Mason was seeking revenge for his sister's death.

"Listen, Laura," Jake said, his voice firm but gentle. "I'm going to send some officers here to stake out the house and get Mark when he comes home. I think it's best if you go into witness protection. They'll keep you safe."

Laura hesitated for a moment, her eyes searching Jake's face. Finally, she nodded. "Okay. I'll do it."

"Good," Jake replied, relieved. "Stay inside and only answer the door for the officer I send. I have to go now, but remember, you're not alone in this."

"Thank you," Laura whispered, her eyes filled with gratitude.

Jake hurried back to his car, his mind racing. If Mark wasn't responsible for the recent murders, then Mason was their man – and Fiona was out there somewhere, looking into him. He had to find her before it was too late.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

The parking lot outside the funeral home was deserted, save for a lone figure standing beneath a flickering streetlight. Fiona stared at the man in front of her, her heart pounding in her chest. It was Mason Black, Matilda's brother. His eyes were wild, his fists balled at his sides, and she could see the rage simmering just below the surface.

She had met Mason three years ago when she worked on Matilda's case as a student. Back then, he'd been quiet, desperate for answers about his sister's death. Now, that desperation had turned into something much darker – something deadly. Fiona couldn't help but blame herself. She had tried to keep Matilda's case going behind the scenes, but Mason didn't know that, did he? And even if he did… would it have made a difference? Fiona had no voice back then.

But still… she should have tried harder.

"Hello, Fiona," Mason sneered, his voice dripping with venom. "Been a while, hasn't it?"

Fiona forced herself to take a step back, trying to keep some distance between them. She knew she was unarmed, vulnerable, but she couldn't let him see how scared she was. She needed to stay strong, stay focused – for herself, and for Jake.

"Hello, Mason," she said calmly, her voice betraying none of the fear coursing through her veins. "I wish we were meeting under better circumstances."

"Really?" Mason scoffed, taking a step closer. "Because I can't think of a better time to finally get some answers about my sister's death."

Fiona swallowed hard, her mind racing. She needed to stall him, keep him talking until help could arrive. If she could just buy enough time, maybe she could make it out of this alive.

Fiona's heart hammered against her chest as she stared down Mason, his eyes burning with a maniacal intensity that made her shiver. She couldn't help but remember the first time they had met, three years ago, when she was still a student working on Matilda's case. At the time, it seemed like such an open and shut case: an accident, a tragedy, but nothing more. Of course, that wasn’t Fiona’s call; her gut had told her that Mason was right, but all the evidence stacked against it. 

"Please, Mason, listen to me," Fiona urged, trying to reach the part of him that had been so desperate for answers back then. "I know you're angry, but hurting me won't bring Matilda back. I—I had tried back then, to keep her case going. I believed you were onto something too, but—”

“Stop.” Mason's lip curled in a sneer as he took another step towards her, fury radiating from every pore. The timid man she'd met three years ago, the one who had pleaded with her to look deeper into his sister's death even though there was no evidence of foul play, was long gone. In his place stood a monster fueled by hatred. "Angry? You have no idea," he spat, his voice shaking with barely restrained rage. "My sister didn't die in some stupid accident. Someone killed her, and I'm going to make them pay."

Fiona clenched her hands into fists at her sides, her nails digging into her palms as she fought to keep her composure. She needed to find a way to defuse the situation, to get through to Mason before he did something they'd both regret.

"Maybe you're right, Mason. Maybe there is more to her death than we thought. But this isn't the way to find the truth," she said, her voice trembling despite her best efforts. "There has to be another way."

Mason's laughter was cold and harsh, sending chills down Fiona's spine. "You think you can just talk me down? I've waited too long for justice. There's no going back now."

As he continued to close the distance between them, Fiona's mind raced with memories of their previous encounters, searching for some shred of the man she had once known. If there was any part of him left that cared about the truth, she had to find it before it was too late.

Fiona's heart pounded in her chest as she realized Mason was beyond reasoning. The desperation she had once seen in his eyes was replaced by a wild fury that left no room for compassion or understanding. With every step he took towards her, the cold fingers of fear tightened their grip around her throat.

Gathering all the courage she could muster, Fiona made a split-second decision and bolted towards her car. Her breath came in ragged gasps as she sprinted across the parking lot, her footsteps echoing loudly in the otherwise silent night.

"Where are you going, Fiona?" Mason taunted, his voice growing closer with each passing second. "You can't outrun me!"

Despite her best efforts, Fiona felt herself slowing down, her legs heavy with fatigue. She reached the car, fumbling for the handle just as Mason caught up to her. In a desperate move, she pivoted around the car, narrowly avoiding his grasp, and made a mad dash for the stretch of woods behind the funeral home.

Branches snapped underfoot as Fiona plunged deeper into the darkness, her terror driving her forward. She could hear Mason's heavy breathing not far behind her, the sound chilling her to the bone.

"Stop running, Fiona!" he shouted, but his words fell on deaf ears.

As Fiona dashed through the woods, she suddenly tripped over something hidden beneath the undergrowth. She landed hard, the wind knocked out of her as she stared at the container she had stumbled upon—full of corpse fauna.

"You really think you can escape me?" Mason's menacing voice echoed through the trees, and she looked up to see him towering over her, a twisted grin playing on his lips. "You came right where I wanted you to go."

Fiona's heart raced as she struggled to catch her breath, her mind racing for a solution that seemed increasingly elusive.

"Is this what you wanted for your sister, Mason?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. "To be left to the mercy of these creatures? To suffer the same fate you've planned for me?"

"Matilda was betrayed," Mason spat, his face contorted in anger. "She deserved better. And now, you will know what it feels like to be abandoned and helpless, just like she was."

As he towered over her, Fiona felt the crushing weight of despair settle upon her shoulders. Yet even in her darkest moment, a small part of her clung stubbornly to hope—to the belief that there had to be a way out of this nightmare.

With a surge of adrenaline, Fiona scrambled to her feet, knowing that she had only one shot at survival. She grabbed the container of corpse fauna and hurled it at Mason with all her strength. The container exploded on impact, showering him with bugs that crawled all over his face and clothes.

"Pathetic!" Mason laughed, swiping the insects off of himself. "I know you're an entomologist, so you should know better than anyone that these things are harmless to the living!"

Fiona clenched her teeth, realizing that he was right. But as Mason was distracted with brushing off the bugs, she spotted a large rock lying nearby. It wasn't much, but it was her only chance.

Gripping the rock tightly in her hand, she steeled herself for what was about to come.

 

***

 

Jake sped through the streets of Portland, his heart pounding in his chest as he weaved through traffic. He tried calling Fiona's cell multiple times, but each attempt went unanswered. Panic gnawed at him, fueling his urgency to get to the funeral home where Matilda's service had been held. He knew that Fiona had intended to speak with the funeral director there, and he desperately hoped that she was still safe.

"Come on, Fiona, pick up," he muttered under his breath, gripping the steering wheel tighter. His thoughts raced, imagining all the possible outcomes of this night, and he couldn't shake the feeling that time was running out.

As he approached the road leading to the funeral home, Jake's phone buzzed with another unanswered call. He was close now, and he could only pray that he would reach Fiona before it was too late.

The dim glow of the dashboard lights flickered across Jake's face as he sped through the city streets, his eyes darting between the road and his phone. The memory of sending officers to Mark Jenson's house gnawed at him; maybe Mason was responsible for Matilda's death all those years ago, but something told him Mark knew more than he was letting on. And even if Mark wasn't directly involved, the man was guilty of beating his wife – a crime that filled Jake with rage. He couldn't wait to see Mark behind bars.

"Damn it," Jake muttered, glancing at his silent phone. Fiona's lack of response only intensified his concern. A knot twisted in his stomach as he accelerated around another corner, tires screeching against the pavement.

Finally, the funeral home came into view, its darkened silhouette looming ominously against the night sky. Jake pulled into the parking lot, the gravel crunching under his tires. The lot was full of cars, but eerily quiet. His heart raced as he searched for any sign of Fiona, his breath fogging up the windshield.

He spotted Fiona's car parked near the edge of the lot. Relief washed over him, quickly replaced by a surge of adrenaline. If her car was here, she had to be close. He needed to stay sharp, to be ready for whatever lay ahead. For Fiona's sake, he couldn't afford to let his guard down now.

The silence of the parking lot pressed in on him, amplifying the urgency of his mission. With each passing moment, the stakes grew higher, and Jake knew he had to find her before it was too late. Jake parked his car and stepped out into the cool night air, his breath visible in the dim glow of the streetlights. The funeral home cast long shadows across the quiet parking lot, but something felt off. Fiona's car was there, but she wasn't answering her phone. Anxiety gnawed at him as he scanned the area.

Just then, a faint shout reached his ears, coming from the stretch of woods behind the funeral home. Without hesitation, Jake sprinted towards the sound, his heart pounding in his chest. God, let her be okay, he thought as he navigated the dense undergrowth, branches scratching at his face and snagging his clothes. He could feel the frenetic energy coursing through his veins, feeding his determination to find her and keep her safe from harm.

As he pushed through a tangle of bushes, he stumbled into a small clearing. His pulse quickened at the sight before him—Fiona, raising a rock high above her head, and then lowering it down on the head of a man.

Mason Black.

Jake watched as the rock collided with Mason's skull, sending him flying flat to the ground. Fiona let out a yelp and jumped back. She stood there, a rock clutched tightly in her hand, her eyes wide with shock. Blood trickled from a wound on Mason's head into the earth.

“Fiona!” Jake called out, snapping Fiona from her trance.

"Jake!" Fiona's voice trembled with relief when she saw him, the rock slipping from her grasp and thudding softly onto the forest floor.

"Are you okay?" Jake asked urgently, rushing to her side and scanning her for any signs of injury. Jake's heart pounded in his ears as he pulled Fiona close, their embrace a moment of solace amidst the chaos. "You're okay," he reassured her, before quickly assessing her for injuries. Satisfied she was unharmed, Jake turned his attention to Mason, who lay motionless on the forest floor. "Stay back," Jake instructed, his voice steady as he approached the unconscious man.

He crouched down beside him and checked for a pulse, his fingers pressing into the side of Mason's neck. A moment passed, and then Jake exhaled a sigh of relief.

"He's alive," he announced, looking over at Fiona with a mixture of concern and determination in his eyes.

"Good," Fiona whispered, her hand instinctively going to her throat as she fought back tears.

Jake nodded, his eyes scanning the area around them. The woods were eerily quiet, and the only sound he could hear was the soft rustling of leaves in the wind. 

It was over.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Fiona paced the sterile hospital hallway, her shoes squeaking softly against the linoleum floor. Her nerves were frayed, and she couldn't shake the image of Mason's crumpled body from her mind. She had defended herself, yes, but the guilt gnawed at her relentlessly.

"Please let him be okay," she muttered under her breath, willing the universe to grant her this one small reprieve. She clenched her fists tight, her fingernails digging into the palms of her hands.

Fiona's heart skipped a beat when the doctor emerged from Mason's room, exhaustion etched into the lines of his face. "He's awake," he said, his words clipped. "You can speak with him now."

"Thank you, Doctor," Fiona said, her voice barely above a whisper. She took a deep breath to steady herself and pushed open the door.

The sterile scent of antiseptic filled her nostrils as she stepped into the dimly lit room. Mason lay on the bed, his head swathed in bandages and his wrists handcuffed to the guardrails. He looked vulnerable despite his restrained state, and it only served to deepen Fiona's conflicted emotions.

"Ms. Red," Mason greeted her flatly, his voice a low rasp. There was no trace of the desperate man she had encountered in the woods, only cold resignation.

"Mr. Black," Fiona replied, doing her best to maintain her professional demeanor. "I'm here because we need to talk about what you did."

"Save your breath," Mason cut her off with a sneer. "I already admitted to the murders. What more do you want from me?"

"Answers," Fiona said simply, fixing him with a steely gaze. She could sense the weight of the loss he carried, but she refused to let it cloud her judgment. "Why did you kill those people? Those who first responded to the scene of Matilda's death?"

Mason's jaw clenched as he finally met her eyes, raw pain flickering within them. "Because I knew someone killed her," he confessed, his voice cracking. "I felt it in my gut. I just... I had to make it right."

"By taking more lives?" Fiona asked, her own voice shaking with the burden of empathy. "Is that really the kind of justice Matilda would have wanted?"

Mason fell silent, his eyes downcast as he seemed to grapple with the truth of her words. And in that moment, Fiona knew she had reached him – even if just a little bit.

Fiona looked at the handcuffs chaining Mason to the hospital bed, a stark contrast against the crisp white sheets. She hesitated for a moment, steeling herself before addressing him.

"Your logic is twisted, Mason," she said, her voice heavy with understanding. "But I can't say I don't get it. Sibling love is strong. My sister Joslyn went missing, and I've been searching for answers ever since. I would do anything to find her."

Mason's eyes flicked up to meet hers, as if searching for sincerity in her words.

"But turning to murder?" Fiona continued, her voice laced with disbelief. "I can't understand why you chose that path."

"Doesn't matter." Mason's voice was hollow, devoid of emotion. "What's done is done. I can't change it now. All I want is justice for Matilda."

Fiona studied his face, noticing the dark circles under his eyes and the lines etched into his forehead. She knew he was tormented by guilt and grief, but she felt a pang of sympathy for him. 

"I really did try, you know…” She couldn’t meet his eyes. “Back then. I wanted to push for the investigation into Matilda’s death to continue, but I was only a student, and I had no evidence, only a gut feeling. I never told you to your face, because I knew it would only make things worse… to promise you something I couldn’t deliver. The FBI wouldn’t listen to me at that time.”

Mason listened intently. Taking a deep breath, she decided to share the information Jake had uncovered.

"Agent Tucker found out something about Mark Jenson," she began cautiously, gauging Mason's reaction. "He was a lawyer who had an affair with Matilda. He's currently a suspect in her death."

Mason's eyes widened, a glimmer of hope breaking through the darkness that seemed to consume him. "Why wasn't this connection found earlier?"

Fiona shook her head, frustration gnawing at her. "I don't know, but we're on it now. We'll make sure the truth comes out.”

Of course, it was all too late now. If Fiona had tried harder back then to get the FBI to listen, then maybe these senseless deaths could have been avoided. Fiona couldn't help but think of her own sister and the answers she still sought. But for now, she was determined to bring justice to Matilda and ensure that Mason's misguided actions didn't overshadow the truth.

"Are you messing with me?" Mason asked, eyes narrowing slightly as he studied Fiona's face. He seemed to be searching for any sign of deception, but she held his gaze steadily.

"No, I'm not," Fiona replied firmly. "It's true. The police are looking all over the city for Mark Jenson right now. If he did kill Matilda, it will all come to light."

Mason let out a shaky breath, and some of the tension in his shoulders seemed to dissipate. "I hope so," he murmured, relief evident in his voice. Fiona watched him for a moment, feeling sympathy for his pain, even if she couldn't condone his actions.

"Trust me, Mason," she said softly. "We'll find the truth."

 

***

 

Outside Mark Jenson's house, Jake crouched behind a car parked across the street, carefully observing the darkened windows. A slight drizzle fell from the sky, dampening his hair and clothes, but he paid little attention to the discomfort. His fellow officers were positioned around the perimeter, poised to move in when the time was right.

"Any sign of movement?" Jake whispered into his earpiece, his heart pounding in anticipation.

"Negative," came the response from one of the officers on the other side of the property. "All quiet."

"Stay sharp," Jake ordered, his thoughts racing. Every moment they spent waiting, Fiona was alone at the hospital with a murderer. He knew she was capable, but the thought of her in danger gnawed at him.

As the minutes ticked by, the weight of responsibility pressed down on him. He had been the one to send Fiona to investigate Mason Black, putting her directly in harm's way. And he had been the one to uncover the connection between Mark and Matilda, setting off a chain of events that led them here.

"Focus," he commanded himself, taking a deep breath and refocusing his attention on the house. The darkness stretched on, punctuated only by the occasional sound of a distant car passing or the soft patter of raindrops on the street. Time seemed to slow down, each second dragging on for an eternity.

"Wait," came a sudden whisper over the earpiece. "Movement at the front door."

Jake's body tensed as the front door swung open, revealing Mark Jenson stepping out onto the porch. He glanced around nervously before starting down the steps, seemingly oblivious to the gathering storm around him.

The distant rumble of an engine broke the silence, and Jake's heart rate quickened in anticipation. He watched as a sleek, black car turned onto the street and approached the house, its headlights sweeping across the scene like predatory eyes. This was it; Mark Jenson was finally coming home.

"Remember, we need to apprehend him on suspicion of Matilda Black's murder," Jake whispered into his earpiece. "Proceed with caution, but be prepared for anything."

As the car pulled into the driveway, Mark stepped out, seemingly unaware of the danger lurking just beyond his line of sight. His expensive suit and neatly combed hair gave him an air of arrogant confidence that made Jake's blood boil. How could this man have caused so much pain and destruction without a care in the world?

"Ready?" Jake asked the team through the earpiece.

"Ready," came the unanimous reply.

"Move in," Jake commanded.

The officers sprang into action, converging on Mark from all directions with weapons drawn. Caught off guard, Mark instinctively raised his hands, his face contorting into an expression of disbelief and fear.

"Mark Jenson, you are being apprehended under the suspicion of murdering Matilda Black," Jake announced, his voice cold and firm as he emerged from the shadows.

"Wha- What? You've got the wrong guy!" Mark stammered, his eyes darting between the officers surrounding him.

"Save it for your lawyer," Jake retorted, feeling a surge of satisfaction as he slapped handcuffs onto Mark's wrists. "We have enough evidence to make the arrest."

As the officers led Mark away, Jake couldn't help but feel a twinge of unease. Was this truly the end, or were there more secrets waiting to be uncovered? And what about Fiona? He shook the thoughts away, reminding himself to stay focused on the present.

"Good job, everyone," he said into the earpiece, watching as Mark was loaded into a police car.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

With a weary sigh, Jake closed the door to his apartment behind him, flicking on the living room light. The cozy space was dimly lit, casting shadows across the well-worn furniture that held memories of nights spent poring over case files and sipping whiskey into the early hours of the morning. Tonight would be no different. After everything that happened, he had a lot of paperwork to finish.

He stepped over to the window, gazing out at the glittering city lights that formed Portland's skyline. It was breathtaking as always, but tonight it seemed to shimmer with an added sense of victory. The long and stressful case had come to an end – Mark Jenson and Mason Black were finally behind bars, and Fiona was safe. Relief washed over him like a wave, simultaneously draining and invigorating him.

"Time for a drink," he muttered to himself, making his way to the liquor cabinet. He pulled out a bottle of bourbon, its amber liquid gleaming in the soft light, and poured a stiff measure into a heavy glass tumbler. With the first sip, the warmth radiated through his chest and offered a temporary reprieve from the weight of the past week.

As he stood there, savoring the taste of hard-earned solace, his phone buzzed in his pocket, jarring him from his thoughts. His heart skipped a beat as he saw Lauren's name flashing on the screen. Anxiety coiled in his stomach; he'd been trying to reach her for so long, and now she was calling him. Taking a deep breath, he answered with a voice that betrayed his trepidation.

"Lauren?"

"Jake… Hey. I'm sorry it took me so long to call you back."

His grip tightened around the glass, knuckles whitening. "Have you been avoiding my calls?" Jake asked, the ice clinking against the glass as he swirled his bourbon, seeking a lifeline amid the whirlpool of emotions that threatened to overwhelm him.

"I… wasn't trying to avoid you," she replied, her voice laced with an icy detachment, a reminder that there was no love left between them. "It's just… the timing never seemed right."

"Really? You expect me to believe that?" He gripped the phone tighter, resenting the way her coldness seeped into his bones. "Bullshit. It's obvious you've been avoiding me."

A heavy silence hung between them, broken only by the distant wail of a siren and the soft hum of the refrigerator behind him. After a moment, Lauren exhaled, the sound almost like a sigh of defeat. "You're right. I'm sorry, Jake."

His chest tightened with a mixture of anger and relief, and he leaned against the kitchen counter, the cool granite grounding him as he struggled to regain control of his emotions. "Why, Lauren? Why would you avoid me after telling me something like that? You’re pregnant, it’s not exactly a small thing…”

"I… I don't know." Her voice quivered, vulnerable yet guarded. "It's just been so hard to think about, and I know you're with Fiona now. I didn't want to make things more difficult for you."

"Difficult?" Jake scoffed, barely able to contain the torrent of thoughts raging through his mind – concern for Fiona, anger towards Lauren, and a deep, gnawing fear of the future. "This isn't just about me, Lauren. This affects both our lives."

"Believe me, I know that." The weariness in her voice suggested battles fought within herself, unseen but no less significant. "But I also know that you love Fiona, and I know I can’t come between you two."

A sudden silence fell between them, the weight of their conversation pressing heavily on Jake's chest. The ice clinked against the glass as he took another sip of bourbon, the burn a welcome distraction from the whirlwind of thoughts tossing through his mind. He stared at the dancing shadows cast by the dim streetlights outside his window, searching for the courage to ask the question that had been gnawing at him.

"Lauren." His voice, raspy and hesitant, broke through the quiet like shattered glass. "Are you sure the baby is mine?"

The silence stretched out, suffocating in its intensity, as Jake held his breath in anticipation. Finally, Lauren's voice cracked over the phone, her words tumbling out like loose stones down a hillside. "There was… there was a guy. One time, during one of our breaks. I slept with him. It's possible the child could be his."

His heart plummeted, crashing into the pit of his stomach like a lead weight. The whole time they were partners, working or otherwise, he never slept with anyone but her. But she had been with another guy? The feeling of betrayal cut deep, leaving him grappling for air as though he'd been sucker-punched. 

"You cheated on me?" he croaked, disbelief lacing his words.

"Jake, it wasn't cheating," Lauren defended herself, her tone icy and resolute. "We were on a break, remember?"

"Break or not, we both know that's bullshit," he growled. "Even when we were on breaks, we were still together. Inseparable, even. I was loyal…”

As the silence returned, Jake felt a wave of anger surge inside him, hot and powerful like molten lava. He fought to keep it contained, unwilling to let it consume him entirely. It wasn't just about his feelings; there was a potential child involved, and he needed to keep a level head.

Jake's jaw clenched as he stared out at the Portland skyline, the vibrant city lights a stark contrast to the darkness that was creeping into his heart. He took a deep breath, steadying himself, before asking the question that burned on his tongue.

"Lauren, were there any more guys?"

"No," she replied quickly, her voice heavy with regret. "Just the one. It was a mistake."

His chest tightened, but as Jake absorbed her words, he realized that finding blame in their fractured history wouldn't change anything. With Fiona by his side now, he had moved on – and it was time for him to let go of the past.

"Look, what's done is done," he said, his voice softening. "I can't change it, and neither can you. What matters now is the baby. Is it mine?"

"Jake, I don't know for sure," Lauren confessed, the vulnerability evident in her voice. "But I promise you, I'll do a paternity test when the time comes, and then we'll know."

He exhaled slowly, feeling the tension drain from his shoulders. Though uncertainty still loomed, Jake knew that this was the best way forward – for all of them.

"Alright," he agreed, his voice steady and resolute. "We'll deal with whatever comes our way, together or not.”

"Agreed," Lauren whispered, the relief in her voice palpable. “Take care, Jake. I’ll be in touch.” 

As he hung up the phone, Jake stared out into the night once more, his thoughts turning to Fiona. With her, he had found happiness and solace, but the path ahead was uncertain. 

He had to be prepared for whatever outcome awaited them.

 

***

 

Fiona stood outside Jake's apartment door the next morning, her hand hesitating in the air before she finally knocked. The sound echoed softly through the hallway, and she realized how early it was. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, feeling the blush creep up her cheeks as she heard footsteps approaching.

The door swung open, revealing a disheveled Jake wearing pajama bottoms and a loose t-shirt. His hair was tousled, making him look both vulnerable and irresistibly attractive. Fiona fought the urge to reach out and touch his forearm.

"Hey," he said, rubbing his eyes, "you're here early."

"Sorry, I just couldn't sleep," Fiona admitted, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. "I wanted to talk to you about the case."

"Of course," Jake replied, stepping aside to let her in. "Come on in. Want some coffee?"

"Please," Fiona murmured, following Jake into the small kitchen. She watched as he busied himself with the coffee maker, the familiar motions grounding her after the whirlwind of recent events. The scent of brewing coffee filled the room, and she breathed it in deeply, feeling her nerves begin to settle.

They sat down at the small kitchen table, steaming mugs of coffee cradled in their hands. Jake took a sip, then looked directly into Fiona's eyes.

"Mark admitted everything," he began, his voice low and steady. "He thought he had gotten away with Matilda's murder, but once we caught him, he cracked. Both he and Mason are murderers, and they're going away for a long time."

Fiona closed her eyes briefly, absorbing the information. A tangled knot of emotions welled up inside her – relief that justice would be served, sadness for the loss of life, and a lingering sense of unease. She opened her eyes and met Jake's intense gaze. "Is it really over?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Both Mark and Mason will pay for their crimes," Jake assured her, reaching across the table to squeeze her hand. "But I understand if you still feel uneasy. This case has been… complicated, to say the least."

Fiona stared into her coffee, the steam rising and swirling in intricate patterns as she contemplated the case's resolution. She knew it was twisted, but part of her felt glad for Mason. Even though his actions were abhorrent, she couldn't help but feel sympathy for a man who'd been driven to such lengths by the love for his sister.

"Jake," Fiona began hesitantly, looking up from her cup. "I know this might sound strange, but... I can't help feeling a bit relieved for Mason. He was wrong to kill those people, but he was right about his sister. I... I feel guilty that I didn’t try harder when I was on the case as a student. I had a gut feeling that Mason was right, and I tried to convince the others to listen, but it wasn’t enough. I never give up now, but back then…”

Jake leaned back in his chair, his eyes filled with understanding. "Fiona, you can't blame yourself for that. You were just an entomologist and forensic student then, not an agent or officer. Hindsight is always clearer than foresight. And now, justice will be served, thanks to our work together."

Fiona nodded at Jake's words, but a gnawing curiosity took hold, redirecting her thoughts to something more personal. Taking a deep breath, she mustered up the courage to ask about the text message she'd noticed on Jake's phone yesterday.

"Jake, I... I saw Lauren's text on your phone yesterday. I'm sorry for prying, but I can't stop thinking about it. What did she want?" Fiona asked, her heart pounding in her chest.

Jake sighed, running a hand through his tousled hair. His eyes met hers, revealing a vulnerability that both surprised and touched Fiona. "It's okay, Fiona. I was going to tell you, but the case was our priority, and I didn't want to burden you with my personal issues."

"Jake, you can trust me," Fiona reassured him, reaching across the table to place her hand on his. "We've been through a lot together, and I want to be there for you."

"Thank you, Fiona," he said softly, his eyes locked on hers. "I appreciate that more than you know."

Fiona's heart raced as she studied Jake's face, trying to gauge his emotions. The morning light filtering through the blinds cast shadows across the room, emphasizing the lines of worry etched on his forehead.

"Look, Fiona," he sighed, "I didn't want to burden you with this during the case and while you're dealing with everything about Joslyn. But I can see it's weighing on you."

"Jake, you can tell me anything," Fiona said firmly, her eyes steady on his. "I always want you to feel like you can confide in me."

"Thank you," he replied, a small smile appearing on his face. "So, Lauren came to my apartment the other day, unexpected, and she…” He took a breath, his brown eyes avoiding hers. “Red, she’s pregnant. She was even showing.”

Fiona felt her stomach drop at the news, unsure how to process it. Pregnant. Lauren was pregnant. She swallowed hard and asked hesitantly, "Is the child yours?"

"Lauren called me back last night,” Jake began, rubbing the back of his neck. "She admitted that she did sleep with another guy around the time she got pregnant, so there's a chance the child might not be mine. She'll have to submit a paternity test when the time comes."

Fiona exhaled, relief mingling with uncertainty. She tried to imagine Jake as a father, torn between the desire to support him and the fear of what it could mean for their partnership—and relationship. She could sense the turmoil within him as well, as he grappled with the possibility of impending fatherhood and the potential betrayal by Lauren.

"Whatever happens," she offered quietly, "we'll get through it. Together."

"Are you sure?" Jake asked. "Fiona, it's a lot to ask of you to stay by my side while I have a child with another woman. My ex, of all people."

Fiona paused, thinking about it. Of course, it wouldn't be easy. Fiona had always envied Lauren, perhaps even been jealous of her, but…

But what she and Jake had—it was different. Fiona knew that. He was worth fighting for. 

“Do you still want to be with Lauren?” Fiona asked.

“No, Fiona. No, I want to be with you.”

Fiona's heart clenched as she took in Jake's vulnerable expression. She could see the uncertainty and fear lurking in his eyes. Reaching out, she took his hand in hers, giving it a reassuring squeeze. "Then you're not alone in this, Jake," she said firmly, her voice steady despite the emotions churning within her. "I'm here to support you, no matter what."

"Thank you," he whispered, his fingers tightening around hers. It was clear that her words meant the world to him.

As they sat there, holding hands in the silence of Jake's apartment, Fiona marveled at the resilience of their connection. They'd faced so many challenges together, from the horrors of their work to the painful memories of their pasts. And now, with the possibility of Jake becoming a father, they were still united – stronger than ever.

"Hey," she said softly, tilting her head to catch his gaze. "We've tackled much bigger things than this, haven't we? We can handle whatever life throws at us."

A slow smile spread across Jake's face, warming Fiona's heart. "You're right," he agreed, nodding resolutely. "We've been through hell and back, and we're still standing. Whatever happens, we'll figure it out."

For a moment, they simply looked into each other's eyes, drawing strength and solace from their shared understanding. Then, without needing any more words, they leaned in simultaneously, their lips meeting in a tender, comforting kiss – an affirmation of their unbreakable bond.

As they pulled away, Fiona felt a warmth settle over her, pushing aside the turmoil of the day. In that instant, she knew without a doubt that they could handle anything - as long as they were together. And with that certainty nestled firmly in her chest, she let herself sink deeper into Jake's embrace, grateful for the connection they'd forged and the moments of happiness they could find in each other's arms.


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

The cold, sterile air of the jail assaulted Fiona's senses as she stepped through the metal detector, surrendering her belongings to the guards. Her heart pounded in her chest as she clenched her fists at her sides, determined to find the answers she sought. The image of her sister, Joslyn, haunted her every waking moment - it had been ten years since she'd disappeared, whisked away by the monstrous Daniel Grove. Fighting back the bile that rose in her throat at the thought of him, Fiona steeled herself for the confrontation ahead.

"Ms. Red, right this way," a guard motioned, leading her down the long, echoing corridor lined with thick cell doors. She could feel the weight of the condemned eyes on her, following her every move, but she pushed forward, her resolve unwavering.

"Last time, you didn't break him," she reminded herself, her thoughts swirling like a tempest. "But today...today I'll make him crack."

The door before her let out an ominous creak as it swung open, revealing the small room beyond. There, seated on the other side of a plexiglass divider, was the man who'd taken everything from her - Daniel Grove.

"Good luck, Ms. Red,” the guard murmured, closing the door behind her and leaving her alone with the monster. Fiona took a deep breath, each step towards the plexiglass feeling heavier than the last.

"Long time no see, Fi-Fi," Daniel sneered, his voice laced with malice as he glanced up at her from his handcuffed wrists. "Miss me?"

"Cut the crap, Daniel," Fiona snapped, refusing to let him get under her skin. She moved closer to the divider, staring daggers into his dark, soulless eyes. "I'm here for answers about Joslyn. And this time, you're going to talk."

"Am I?" he asked with a cruel smile, his eyes dancing with sadistic delight. "What makes you think this time will be any different?"

"Because I won't give up until you crack," Fiona thought fiercely, her face betraying none of her inner turmoil. "No matter how many times it takes, I'll find the truth about my sister. Tell me, Daniel. What did you do to Joslyn?" Fiona asked calmly, her voice steady despite the rage that threatened to consume her from within.

"Ah, sweet little Joslyn," he mused, his voice dripping with false affection. "Such a fighter she was, always trying to escape my grasp. It's almost a shame... but then again, who's to say she didn't succeed?" His grin widened at Fiona's barely concealed reaction.

Fiona focused on her breathing, determined not to let him see how much his words affected her. "Where is she? Is she alive?"

Daniel leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing as if contemplating whether to divulge any information. "You know, Fi-Fi, I've taken many girls over the years, each one special in her own way. And Joslyn... well, she was something else entirely."

"Where did you keep them?" Fiona demanded, unwilling to indulge his twisted reminiscing.

His laughter rang out in the small room, echoing off the walls and sending chills down Fiona's spine. "You really think I'd just tell you like that? Oh, Fi-Fi, you're so naïve."

“I will find out, Daniel,” Fiona said. “And your games won’t work on me anymore.”

"Never,” Daniel said, his voice suddenly serious. He regarded her intently as if deciding whether or not to reveal a secret. “You won’t make me crack, Fiona. You know, Joslyn loved the sunset so much… the sunset on the water. She was such a curious, special girl.” 

"On the water?" Fiona repeated, her heart pounding in her chest as she processed this new piece of information. "So, she was by a lake? The ocean?”

"Maybe," he replied coyly, his lips curling into a sinister smile. "Or maybe not. That's all you get, Fi-Fi. Good luck finding your precious sister."

Fiona could feel her anger simmering just below the surface, but she refused to let it show. Daniel had given her a clue, however small and cryptic. It was something she could work with, something that might lead her to Joslyn.

“You will pay for what you’ve done,” she said.

"Bold words, Fi-Fi," he taunted. "But remember, I'm not the only monster out there." His laughter echoed in her ear. 

Fiona stood in front of the plexiglass, her fists clenched at her sides. Daniel's coy smile still haunted her, but she couldn't let him win. She had to find Joslyn – no matter the cost.

"Mark my words, Daniel," Fiona said with icy resolve, "I will find her. And when I do, you'll rot in this place knowing that you failed."

"Good luck, Fi-Fi," he chuckled, his voice dripping with disdain. But behind the mockery, Fiona detected a hint of unease. He was guarded now, and she knew she had struck a chord.

With a final glare, Fiona turned and left the jail, her mind racing with possibilities. The damp air clung to her skin as she stepped outside, determination fueling her every step.

 

***

 

The late-day sun filtered through the dense canopy of trees above, casting dappled shadows over Fiona and Jake as they trudged through the damp forest. The earth squelched beneath their boots, the scent of decay and wet leaves filling the air. 

"Are you sure about this, Fiona?" Jake asked, concern etched across his face. "I mean, Daniel's not exactly trustworthy."

She stopped, staring ahead at the trail that seemed to disappear into the green abyss. "I know," she replied, her voice steady. "But it's the only lead we have. I did some digging after our last visit, found a property under one of his aliases. A cabin by a lake."

"Sounds like a long shot," Jake remarked. "But I'm with you, whatever it takes."

"Thank you, Jake," Fiona said, her heart swelling with gratitude for her friend's unwavering support. "I can't shake the feeling that this is where Joslyn might have been. And if there's even the slightest chance we'll find something..."

"Then we have to try," Jake finished, nodding. "Lead the way."

As they continued their trek through the damp forest, Fiona couldn't help but replay her conversation with Daniel in her mind. His taunts gnawed at her, but she clung to that small glimmer of hope – the possibility that Joslyn might still be alive.

She took a deep breath, inhaling the earthy scent that surrounded them. This was it – the moment of truth. With renewed determination, Fiona pressed onward, the image of her sister's face etched into her memory, driving her forward. And as the trees began to thin, revealing the first glimpse of the cabin by the lake, she knew in her heart that they were one step closer to finding Joslyn.

The sun dipped low in the sky, casting a warm golden hue across the still waters of the lake. Fiona and Jake emerged from the damp forest, their footsteps squelching in the soft mud beneath them as they approached the cabin. The quiet serenity of the scene felt almost surreal, given the dark purpose that brought them there.

"Look at that sunset," Fiona murmured, her eyes fixed on the brilliant display of colors painting the horizon. "I wonder if this is what Joslyn saw – if this was the view she loved so much."

Jake followed her gaze, his expression a mixture of admiration and sadness. "It's beautiful, but we can't let it distract us from what we're here for."

"Right," Fiona agreed, snapping back to reality. Her heart raced with anticipation, knowing how close they were to potentially finding some answers. She took a deep breath, steadying herself for whatever lay ahead. "Let's do this."

As they approached the cabin's weathered door, Fiona's hand instinctively reached for the doorknob – only to hesitate, her thoughts suddenly clouded with doubt. What if they found nothing inside? Or worse, what if they stumbled upon something too terrible to bear?

"Are you ready?" Jake asked, his voice gentle yet firm, as if sensing her hesitation.

Fiona closed her eyes for a moment, taking another steadying breath. Then, with a nod, she said, "Yes." Her eyes met Jake's, their shared determination a silent bond between them.

"Alright," he replied, gripping the door handle. "On three. One... two..."

"Three!" Fiona exclaimed in unison with him, her voice filled with resolve.

Together, they pushed open the door, bracing themselves for whatever horrors awaited them inside. But as the dim light from the setting sun filtered through the open doorway, revealing the cabin's secrets, Fiona's heart caught in her throat. She couldn't have prepared for what she saw.

"Joslyn..." was all she could whisper, her voice trembling as the truth finally began to unfold.
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LET HER TRY

(A Fiona Red Mystery—Book Ten)

 

When victims of a new serial killer are found with butterflies on their bodies, expert FBI forensic examiner and entomologist Fiona Red is summoned to find the link between the insects, and to outwit this killer before he strikes again….

 

“A masterpiece of thriller and mystery.”

—Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Once Gone)

 

LET HER TRY is book #10 in a long-anticipated new series by #1 bestseller and USA Today bestselling author Blake Pierce, whose bestseller Once Gone (a free download) has received over 7,000 five star ratings and reviews.

 

Fiona Red, a brilliant but quirky FBI loner, spends most of her time in the lab or at crime scenes. She comes from a family used to being around death and bodies, her parents having run a funeral parlor, and she would have run the family business if not for a tragedy in her past: her sister was abducted when she was a teenager, and never found.

 

Fiona remains determined to crack her sister’s case. But in the meantime, as an FBI agent, she applies her brilliance to catching killers and cracking cases that no one else can, as bugs are the first visitors to dead bodies.

 

With her FBI partner out in the field, Fiona expects to stay behind the scenes.

 

But Fiona, obsessed with catching killers, takes it one step too far, and may just find herself in the crosshairs of a killer herself.

 

A page-turning and harrowing crime thriller featuring a brilliant and tortured FBI agent, the Fiona Red series is a riveting mystery, packed with non-stop action, suspense, twists and turns, revelations, and driven by a breakneck pace that will keep you flipping pages late into the night. Fans of Rachel Caine, Teresa Driscoll and Robert Dugoni are sure to fall in love.

 

Future books in the series will soon be available!

 

“An edge of your seat thriller in a new series that keeps you turning pages! ...So many twists, turns and red herrings… I can't wait to see what happens next.”

—Reader review (Her Last Wish)

 

“A strong, complex story about two FBI agents trying to stop a serial killer. If you want an author to capture your attention and have you guessing, yet trying to put the pieces together, Pierce is your author!”

—Reader review (Her Last Wish)

 

“A typical Blake Pierce twisting, turning, roller coaster ride suspense thriller. Will have you turning the pages to the last sentence of the last chapter!!!”

—Reader review (City of Prey)

 

“Right from the start we have an unusual protagonist that I haven't seen done in this genre before. The action is nonstop… A very atmospheric novel that will keep you turning pages well into the wee hours.”

—Reader review (City of Prey)

 

“Everything that I look for in a book… a great plot, interesting characters, and grabs your interest right away. The book moves along at a breakneck pace and stays that way until the end. Now on go I to book two!”

—Reader review (Girl, Alone)

 

“Exciting, heart pounding, edge of your seat book… a must read for mystery and suspense readers!”

—Reader review (Girl, Alone)
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Did you know that I've written multiple novels in the mystery genre? If you haven't read all my series, click the image below to download a series starter!
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Blake Pierce

 

Blake Pierce is the USA Today bestselling author of the RILEY PAGE mystery series, which includes seventeen books. Blake Pierce is also the author of the MACKENZIE WHITE mystery series, comprising fourteen books; of the AVERY BLACK mystery series, comprising six books; of the KERI LOCKE mystery series, comprising five books; of the MAKING OF RILEY PAIGE mystery series, comprising six books; of the KATE WISE mystery series, comprising seven books; of the CHLOE FINE psychological suspense mystery, comprising six books; of the JESSIE HUNT psychological suspense thriller series, comprising thirty-five books (and counting); of the AU PAIR psychological suspense thriller series, comprising three books; of the ZOE PRIME mystery series, comprising six books; of the ADELE SHARP mystery series, comprising sixteen books, of the EUROPEAN VOYAGE cozy mystery series, comprising six books; of the LAURA FROST FBI suspense thriller, comprising eleven books; of the ELLA DARK FBI suspense thriller, comprising twenty-one books (and counting); of the A YEAR IN EUROPE cozy mystery series, comprising nine books, of the AVA GOLD mystery series, comprising six books; of the RACHEL GIFT mystery series, comprising thirteen books (and counting); of the VALERIE LAW mystery series, comprising nine books; of the PAIGE KING mystery series, comprising eight books; of the MAY MOORE mystery series, comprising eleven books; of the CORA SHIELDS mystery series, comprising eight books; of the NICKY LYONS mystery series, comprising eight books, of the CAMI LARK mystery series, comprising ten books; of the AMBER YOUNG mystery series, comprising seven books (and counting); of the DAISY FORTUNE mystery series, comprising five books; of the FIONA RED mystery series, comprising eleven books (and counting); of the FAITH BOLD mystery series, comprising eleven books (and counting); of the JULIETTE HART mystery series, comprising five books (and counting); of the MORGAN CROSS mystery series, comprising nine books (and counting); and of the new FINN WRIGHT mystery series, comprising five books (and counting). 

An avid reader and lifelong fan of the mystery and thriller genres, Blake loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.blakepierceauthor.com to learn more and stay in touch.
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